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UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
Dissertation Abstract 
A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS’ APPROACHES, 
PERCEPTIONS, AND USE OF ONLINE TOOLS 
 
The purpose of this study was to describe undergraduate students' experiences and 
perceptions of online courses based on interviews, observations, and online focus groups. 
I describe (a) motivational and learner characteristics within online classes, (b) the 
positive and negative aspects of online courses as experienced by students, (c) what 
instructors can do to improve the teaching of online courses, and (d) how undergraduate 
students’ perceptions of the online learning environment and the tools used affects the 
selection of their approach to learning. 
The sample consisted of 16 undergraduate students who had completed or were 
enrolled currently in an online course at one of the two universities. Students were drawn 
from one of two religiously affiliated universities in Northern California, primarily 
undergraduate universities. Students were recruited to participate in one or more of the 
data-collection methods; these were 11 in the interview process, 8 in the think-aloud 
observations, and 8 in the online focus groups: 5 in one group and 3 in the other group. 
Data from think-aloud observations and online focus groups were used to confirm 
findings from the interviews. 
Data analysis from this study produced five primary findings across the four 
research questions. The first finding is the role of communication in shaping students’ 
perceptions and approach to learning. The second finding is that participants did not 
perceive the negative attributes of technology to be inherent to the technology itself but in 
its use and implementations. Included in this second finding is that the tools used were 
 iii 
not as important as the quality of communication and that the value assigned by students 
to any tool is influenced by the way the tool is implemented. The third is that course 
organization is key to student learning and success. The fourth is that student’ approaches 
to learning appeared to be shaped by both the structure of the learning environment and 
the nature of assessments used in the online environment. Included in this fourth finding 
is students’ perceptions of online learning as being less academically rigorous than their 
experiences in face–to–face education. The fifth is that students use nonacademic 
resources to locate information rather than the university library. 
 Suggestions for practice included, greater online faculty training in the use of 
communications technology and implementations of communication standards for online 
instruction. Faculty teaching online need to understand the tools of online instruction and 
the methods related to online course delivery. These methods include faculty 
participation in online discussion forums, online project-based and problem-based 
assessments, and the use of podcasting for instruction. Suggestions for online research 
methods are included: the use of e-mail interviewing; social networking to gather data; 
and the use of World Wide Web and Internet-based communication technologies for 
interviews, observations, and online focus groups.  
   
David Armstrong, Author  Patricia Busk, Ph.D., Chairperson, 
Dissertation Committee 
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CHAPTER I 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
 The number of students taking at least one fully online class from an accredited 
university in the United States has grown significantly over the past decade. Between 
2002 and 2007, the number of online students jumped 145%, from 1,602,970 to 
3,938,111 (see Table 1). Moreover, of the 17,975,830 students enrolled in degree–
granting postsecondary institutions in the US in 2007, 21.9% were taking courses  
Table 1 
Total and Online Enrollment in Degree–granting Postsecondary Institutions – Fall 
2002 through Fall 2007 (Allen & Seaman, 2008) 
Year 
Total 
Enrollment 
Annual Growth 
Rate Total 
Enrollment 
Students Taking 
at Least One 
Online Course 
Annual 
Growth Rate 
Online 
Enrollment 
Online 
Enrollment as 
a Percent of 
Total 
Enrollment 
Fall 2002 16,611,710 NA 1,602,970 NA 9.60 
Fall 2003 16,911,481 1.80 1,971,397 23.00 11.70 
Fall 2004 17,272,043 2.10 2,329,783 18.20 13.50 
Fall 2005 17,487,481 1.20 3,180,050 36.50 18.20 
Fall 2006 17,758,872 1.60 3,488,381   9.70 19.60 
Fall 2007 17,975,830 1.20 3,938,111 12.90 21.90 
 
online (Allen & Seaman, 2008). This upward trend in online enrollment, which is 
expected to continue well into the second decade of the 21st century, clearly poses a 
number of challenges to the education community (Allen & Seaman, 2008). How will 
universities handle such a rapid increase in the number of online students? What 
alternative course delivery methods will best meet online students’ needs? To date, 
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much research has been focused on the former question and, in particular, on the 
technical aspects of online education such as access and information delivery. 
Research in the area of the latter subject is growing but has overlooked one critical 
aspect that needs to be understood if electronic learning (e–learning) is to be made 
more effective in the future: how do student perceptions impact their actions, 
approaches, and learning within the online educational environment? 
 What is known about this new generation of online students is that for them the 
world is becoming a smaller place. In Mobile Communication and Society, Castells 
(2004) considered how society is transformed by new technologies. Castells argued 
that society is more connected than ever before and that distance is no longer a barrier 
to the exchange of news, information, culture, business, and education. This new 
global business and learning environment clearly establishes new responsibilities for 
the education community: university graduates in 21st century must demonstrate 
knowledge of human cultures, intellectual and practical skills, personal and social 
responsibility, integrative learning, efficient critical–thinking skills, problem–solving 
skills, and self–directed learning habits to be effective (Allen, 2006). These skills 
have been associated with achievement both in school and after graduation, and yet 
Biggs (2001) has shown that students graduating from college are less likely than 
entering students to reflect on either educational purpose or learning strategy while 
they study. Graduating students perceive courses as offering unrelated bits of 
knowledge and, in response, simply memorize facts and procedures. Most disturbing 
in this trend is that more students are having difficulty making sense of new ideas 
presented to them during instruction (Biggs, 2001). This regression from a “deep” to 
“surface” approach to learning is a concern to higher education professionals as it 
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leaves university graduates without the previously mentioned much–needed skills 
(Weigel, 2002). For these reasons, among others, academic institutions are interested 
in promoting online educational experiences that encourage learning outcomes 
necessary for students to succeed as future professionals and life-long learners.  
 As instructors and institutions continue to expand into the online environment, 
instructional quality, the kinds of educational formats offered (ranging from Web–
based course supplements to complete online course delivery), and student 
perceptions within those delivery formats become issues of increasing concern. This 
last item, student perceptions of online instruction, is often overlooked but important, 
as it may prove useful in the design of online educational experiences. Biggs (1976) 
found that students’ perceptions of what is expected of them could influence what 
learning strategy they use. According to Biggs, if the student believes the purpose of a 
course is to achieve a grade or if the course is competitive in nature, then the student 
will adopt an approach organized around understanding of the material for recall but 
not application beyond the course. Therefore, examining student perceptions and 
actions within the online learning environment may help faculty develop more 
effective learning environments (Entwistle, 1981). Using the framework or lenses of 
students’ approaches to learning provides an excellent reference for analysis in this 
regard. 
Studies suggesting a relationship among students’ perceptions of academic 
expectations, of the learning environment, of approaches to learning, and of academic 
achievement abound in the literature (Mattick, Dennis, & Bligh, 2004; Snelgrove & 
Slater, 2003). Few studies, however, have examined similar relationships in the 
online educational and e–learning environments. Studies of students’ use of online 
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tools including electronic mail (e–mail), instant messaging, chat, and discussion 
boards also exist (Jones, 2002). For instance, Bond, Fevyer, and Pitt (2004) 
investigated students’ use and perception of study–related Internet support sites and 
found that using these sites took a majority of students outside of their comfort zone. 
The majority of these studies, however, tend to focus on the amount of time spent 
using tools rather than how students perceive them. 
Thus it appears that research on students’ use of the online environment, 
online tools, and factors that influence their learning approaches in the promotion of 
deep learning are limited. Recognizing and identifying these factors is a natural 
progression from the current research on approaches to learning in a traditional face–
to–face instructional setting. In this study, I build on the rich research on the factors 
that promote deep learning approaches to learning in traditional face–to–face learning 
settings and lay the foundation for further research on approaches to learning in 
online and e–learning environments, which currently is lacking in the research 
literature. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to describe undergraduate students' experiences 
and perceptions of online courses based on student reflections, interviews, and 
observations. In this study, I describe (a) motivational and learner characteristics 
within online classes, (b) the positive and negative aspects of online courses as 
experienced by students, (c) what instructors can do to improve the teaching of online 
courses, and (d) how undergraduate students’ perceptions of the online learning 
environment and the tools used affects the selection of their approach to learning. 
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In this study, I build on past interview–based investigations with 
undergraduate students that identified three primary approaches to studying: a deep 
approach, based on understanding of the meaning of the course material; a surface 
approach, used to memorize material for the purpose of an assessment; and a strategic 
approach, based on obtaining the highest possible grade. To be clear, it was not the 
intent of this study to investigate student approaches to learning; this study instead 
used the theory and framework of approaches as a way to describe and understand 
student actions and perceptions within the online environment. 
In this study, I explored these perceptions within the online learning 
environment using qualitative methods, giving a voice to online students. My interest 
was in investigating whether there is more to know about how students perceive their 
own learning in the online educational environment. This study used qualitative 
methods to develop a rich and descriptive picture of online students’ perceptions of 
the online environment and how it helps or hinders their learning. Data were collected 
in one-on-one interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus groups. Online 
instructional practices and tools that foster student reflection, self–direction, 
communication, collaboration, and active learning were of particular interest within 
this study.  Online teaching styles that are student–centered were an additional focus 
as they have been shown to encourage students to practice self–directed learning. 
Background and Need 
In a single year, between 2005 and 2006, the number of students enrolled in 
online education jumped 35%, from about 2.3 million to 3.1 million (Allen & 
Seaman, 2006). By 2008, the number increased to over 3.9 million, representing an 
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annual growth rate of 12%. These students predominately were undergraduates, and 
their makeup reflected that of the general populations of the institutions where the 
courses were offered; the proportion of online graduate–level students was slightly 
bigger relative to the overall higher education population. Clearly, higher education 
has been moving rapidly to establish an online presence in response to student 
demand. Allen and Seaman found that more than 96% of the largest institutions have 
some form of online course offering, with approximately two–thirds of the largest 
institutions offering fully online programs. The highest rate of online offerings comes 
from doctoral and research institutions, with more than 80% offering either course or 
online programs. 
University administrators have shown that they recognize the importance this 
recent paradigm shift. In 2006, 58.4% of chief academic officers (CAO) stated that 
online education is critical to the long–term strategy of their institutions: an increase 
of nearly 10% from 2003 (Allen & Seaman, 2006). And Popovich and Neel (2005) 
found that among accredited schools of business, 67% plan to offer or increase their 
online presence. 
With this continuing rise in online and e–learning courses at universities, how 
students approach the online education environment is becoming both an area of 
study and concern for educators. First, online technologies are changing both student 
expectations of the learning experience and the way students are evaluated in both the 
traditional face–to–face and online environments (Weigel, 2002). Second, new online 
tools and interactions present themselves continually with advances in 
communication technologies, transforming the online learning environment at such a 
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pace and with such profound effects that it can be a challenge for educators to keep 
up. 
A key finding of importance that is often neglected in online learning research 
to date is that distance education programs, just like traditional education programs, 
vary a great deal in outcomes. Variations in outcomes may be the result of numerous 
factors including (a) faculty training, (b) student expectations, (c) technology use, and 
(d) generational differences between the stakeholders in online learning (Zhao et al., 
2005). Some of the factors possibly influencing online learning that are important to 
this current study include (a) misconceptions and myths related to the difficulties and 
quality of teaching and learning online, (b) differences between faculty understanding 
of communication and e–learning technologies and students’ knowledge and 
expectations, (c) the needs and perceptions of online students, (d) the technologies 
available to support online instruction, and (e) the speed of growth in institutions 
offering online education.  
In a meta–analysis and review of online learning studies conducted by the 
United States Department of Education Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy 
Development, Policy and Program Studies Service, Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, 
and Jones (2009) concluded that online learning matches or exceeds the quality of 
traditional face–to–face instructional methods. In comparing measures of student 
outcomes across a wide body of research on online and blended learning, Means et al. 
stated that students who took all or part of their class online performed better, on 
average, than those who took the same course through traditional face–to–face 
instruction. Learning outcomes for students who engaged in online learning exceeded 
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those of students who received face–to–face instruction, with an average effect size of 
+.24 favoring online conditions. 
Numerous research studies conducted within traditional face–to–face 
classrooms have linked students’ learning approach with their perceptions of content, 
context, and the demands of the learning task (Laurillard, 1979; Marton, 1976; 
Ramsden, 1979). For example, when students’ perceived the task to be memorization, 
a more surface approach was used; whereas when students were asked to apply new 
knowledge to a problem, a deep or strategic approach was evidenced. These studies 
were all conducted within the traditional face–to–face classroom. Little is known 
about the perceptions of students regarding the online learning environment. More 
recent studies of factors affecting online and distance students’ approach to learning 
have focused on perceptions of quality instruction (Ellis & Goodyear, 2010; 
Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Lawless, 2002). Results of these studies imply 
that changes in the design and delivery of individual courses should affect how 
individual students approach those courses. They further suggested that when 
designing individual courses, instructional methods and modes of instruction should 
induce desirable approaches to study. Eley (1992), however, found substantial 
variation in students’ perceptions of the academic environment. If the effects of 
contextual factors are mediated by student perceptions of the learning environment 
and its attributes, educational interventions will not be effective in changing 
approaches to study unless they also promote changes in students’ perceptions 
(Richardson, 2005).  
Although online students appear to be performing well across measures of 
learning, the question of students’ learning remains. Ellis and Goodyear (2010) 
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conducted research into students’ selection of approach to learning in the online 
environment and were able to draw a relationship between online discussion and 
approach to learning. In particular, Ellis and Goodyear (2010) found significant 
relationships between deep approaches, cohesive conceptions, positive perceptions of 
the learning context, and higher levels of student performance. Ellis and Goodyear 
based their conclusions and research on the work of Biggs (1987) and Entwistle and  
Ramsden (1983) that defines approaches to learning in the following way. Deep 
learning or a deep approach to learning involves the critical analysis of new ideas and 
linking them to already known concepts and principles. In contrast, surface learning 
or a surface approach is the acceptance and memorization of information as isolated 
and unlinked facts, leading to superficial retention of material for examinations that 
does not promote understanding or long–term retention of knowledge and information 
(Biggs, 1987; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983). In simple terms, what Ellis and Goodyear 
(2010) concluded is that, when students participated in discussions, they exhibited 
signs of a deep approach both in action and self–reflection of the learning process. 
These signs of a deep approach to the learning was contrasted with the fact that a 
majority of the actions and approaches taken during learning were consistent with a 
more surface approach. 
Ellis and Goodyear (2010) presented their findings as either surface or deep. 
When interpreting the data and comments presented by Ellis and Goodyear on the 
basis of the three approaches to learning as described by Biggs (1987) and Entwistle 
and Ramsden (1983), one can conclude that much of Ellis and Goodyear’s 
presentation of a surface approach may be termed as achieving or strategic. The 
strategic learner is a student who intends to achieve the highest grade possible 
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through effective time management and organized study methods. Online, the 
strategic learner often looks like the “model student,” consistently interacting and 
completing assigned work with positive measures of success. Students exhibiting a 
strategic approach have three distinct focuses of concern: (a) the academic content, 
(b) the demands of the assessment system, and (c) time management. Ellis and 
Goodyear made the recommendation that further research on student selection of 
approach is needed and should possibly include (a) investigation into student 
experiences of design for learning, (b) their perceptions of the resources of the 
Internet, and (c) the role of community and communication in the selection of 
approach. It is in this area of students’ perceptions of resources, their experience of 
the design of learning, and the role of communications in online learning that this 
current study placed itself. 
One area where the role of communications technology and perceptions in 
education has been gaining notice is in generational differences between instructors 
and students. Two popular resources for understanding these differences are (a) 
Prensky’s (2001) descriptions of “digital natives” and  “digital immigrants” and (b) 
Coates’ (2007) work on generational learning styles. Prensky (2001) defined current 
students as digital natives, raised on music television (MTV), video games, e–mail, 
the Web, and instant messaging; these digital natives have developed cognitive 
thinking patterns that differ from that of previous generations. In the widest sense, 
digital natives can refer to people born from the late 1970s and beyond, but the term 
focuses on those who grew up with 21st century technology: blogs, wikis, Facebook® 
instant messaging, the Internet, smart phones, and YouTube® Digital immigrants 
have different conceptions of technology, learning, and communications. The digital 
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immigrant will print out e–mail (or have a secretary print it out), print out a document 
written on the computer in order to edit it (rather than just editing on the screen), and 
bring people physically into their office to look at or view an interesting website 
(rather than just sending them the URL). Digital immigrants view the world in a 
different way. How digital immigrants and natives view the Internet may affect our 
perceptions and use of these technologies. The familiarity that digital natives have 
with the Internet bring with them different sets of assumptions regarding use. A 
native will go to the Internet first for information before turning to other sources. 
Coates (2007) gave a set of recommendations for educating and instructing 
what she termed the Generation Y learner. Members of Generation Y are motivated to 
learn in order to reduce stress and increase their marketability. They place high value 
on developing good interpersonal skills and "getting along." This is a generation that 
is polite, believes in manners, adheres to a strict moral code, and believes in civic 
action; it places a high value on making money and on education as a means to this 
goal. Generation Y likes learning to be entertaining and fun and becomes quickly 
bored in a learning environment that is not highly active and interactive (Coates, 
2007). This generation of students is the most connected and technologically 
advanced group of students yet to enter higher education, whereas many of today’s 
faculty are still trying to figure out how to open that last e–mail attachment. If 
communication is critical to constructive learning, as Fosnot (2005) suggested, 
faculty must ask if the expectations students have regarding communications and 
communications technology are being met by the current online instructional 
practices. 
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So far, it appears the answer is “no.” According to a recent report distributed 
by Eduventures (Edventures, 2009) titled Benchmarking Online Operations, online 
pedagogy remains dominated by rudimentary, text–based technology, such as 
asynchronous discussion, e–mail, and hardcopy textbooks. Innovation in 
communication and Web 2.0 aplications are left to the individual faculty with little 
support or encouragement from the administration (Eduventures, 2009). Reasons for 
underuse of Web 2.0 technology are not given, but perhaps this is part of the 
fundamental difference in expectations and understanding between faculty and 
students regarding these resources. 
This set of online technologies and tools designed to deliver instruction and 
enhance a student’s learning experience is often referred to as the online learning 
environment (OLE), or sometimes the virtual learning environment (VLE, Paulsen, 
2002). The delivery of the OLE to the student is done through the use of Internet 
technologies and computers. Additional devices such as MP3 audio players and other 
personal devices also may be used to deliver instruction and could be considered part 
of this tool set. The principal tools of an OLE include curriculum mapping (breaking 
curriculum into sections that can be assigned and assessed), student tracking, online 
support for teacher and student, electronic communication (e–mail, threaded 
discussions, chat, Web publishing), and Internet links to outside curriculum resources. 
Within the OLE, the instructor has the ability to create or modify curriculum content 
and track student performance. Figure 1 shows the elements of an OLE. The tools  
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Figure 1. Components of the online learning environment. 
 
listed on the right are a sample set of possible tools that can be included in the 
delivery of instruction. Other factors including student and teacher expectations and 
course content are assumed to influence the OLE. Appendix B gives a more complete 
list of possible tools and their use in the OLE. 
It is the perception and use of these tools by students that was a concern for 
this study. Research on the use of tools and implementation of teaching in online 
environments take little account of student perceptions, notwithstanding the fact that 
these have been shown to affect profoundly the selection of approach to learning 
(Richardson, 2002). Among the existing studies (Edventures, 2009; Means et al., 
2009; Meltzer, 2009; Schilling, 2009) are data related to the factors of threaded 
discussion, use of multimedia, simulations, and perception of value. Value in this case 
is defined as the quality of online education over face–to–face education in public 
perception rather than educational significance. Few of these factors, however, are 
looked at in relation to students’ perceptions. Indeed, much of the current data on 
online learning lean toward an information delivery model (Mayer, 2001). 
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Research Questions 
 The following set of research questions was designed to address students' 
experiences and perceptions of online courses: 
1. What are the student perceptions of online learning? 
2. What perceptions do students hold regarding attributes of online learning? 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online instruction? Are 
these tools perceived by students to promote or hinder learning? 
4. What can be learned about student approaches to learning from students’ 
perception and use of online tools? 
Theoretical Rationale 
This study relies on theories that describe student approaches to learning as a 
framework for interpreting and understanding the perceptions and actions of students 
in the online environment. Three approaches to learning as described in the literature 
are called “deep,” “strategic,” and “surface.” Deep learning is defined as examining 
new facts and ideas critically, tying them into existing cognitive structures, and 
making numerous links between ideas (Rosie, 2000).  
The deep learner is able to retain information and to organize materials in a 
variety of ways that aid in making meaningful connections that promote learning. 
Characteristics of deep learning include looking for meaning, focusing on the central 
argument or concepts needed to solve a problem, interacting actively, distinguishing 
between argument and evidence, making connections between different modules, 
relating new and previous knowledge, and linking course content to real life.  
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The strategic learner (strategic learning is sometimes called “approaching,” 
depending on the researcher and the nature of the study) is a student who intends to 
achieve the highest grade possible through effective time management and organized 
study methods. Students exhibiting a strategic approach are focused on the 
assessment process (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983). According to Entwistle (2000), 
interviews with students suggest that students using a strategic approach have two 
distinct focuses of concern: (a) the academic content and (b) the demands of the 
assessment system. Surface learning differs from deep or strategic learning in that the 
surface learner is intent on reproducing content, accepts ideas and information 
passively, concentrates on course requirements, and is nonreflective (Buckland, 
2001).  
A model for applying approaches to learning to interview data was presented 
in the research by Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) in their book, Understanding 
Student Learning. The authors suggested that it is important that the choice of 
research method does not undervalue the dynamic, tentative character of student 
learning in favor of a static, consistent view (one that excludes potentially critical 
variables in the real world of a student’s encounter with learning) in an effort to 
achieve experimental precision. Entwistle and Ramsden cited interviews with 
traditional face–to–face students, using the concept of student approach to learning as 
a means of interpretation and understanding information from the student perspective. 
This student perspective helps paint a rich and dynamic picture of students’ 
perceptions of learning and its effect on learning. To achieve this analysis, Entwistle 
and Ramsden  identified a series of categories for describing students’ approach to 
learning. These categories within deep and surface included personal experience, 
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relationships, meaning, unrelatedness, memorization, and unreflectiveness (see 
Appendix A). Entwistle and Ramsden  linked each of these categories directly with 
student responses to interview questions. 
In this study, I describe the findings of a series of interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups designed to draw on the strengths of a 
qualitative research perspective. The interviews and observations were designed to 
examine students’ approaches to academic tasks and assessment strategies. These 
methods also provided a detailed picture of students’ perceptions of the online 
learning environment. The analysis used the categories of level of approach, types of 
context, and individual differences in approach and strategic methods. Relationships 
among the approaches, academic task, and components of the online learning 
environment also were explored. 
Significance of the Research 
 One crucial element in describing students’ perceptions of online learning is 
the use and expectations that students bring with them from their daily experiences 
with technology. Gaining an understanding of online learning from students engaged 
in the learning process, their expectations, experiences, and perceptions may provide 
a contribution to the literature base in online learning. Findings from this study 
suggest that how faculty designs communication, the structure of the online 
environment, and the use of resources contribute to the positive or negative 
perceptions students hold of the learning experience. So critical to this perception is 
the design and implementation of communication that it not only affects students 
approach to the learning but also shapes perceptions of academic quality. For the 
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students taking online classes, learning is not putting students in touch with 
information; rather, it is putting students in touch with communities (Weigle, 2002). 
Indeed learning is the process of enculturation that engages students with concepts 
and communities (Weigle).  
 Online courses typically are designed and developed by faculty based on 
previous course design and face-to-face instructional methods (Allen & Seaman, 
2008; Lin, Espinoza, & Davis, 2010; Osika, Johnson, & Buteau, 2009; Papasratorn & 
Wangpipatwong, 2005). Faculty typically design and implement online learning 
based on a text or information delivery system with little or no thought to the 
expectations of communication and technology students bring with them to this 
unique environment. Entwistle (1981) noticed that some methods of instruction, 
perceived to better encourage learning by the instructor, produced surface approaches 
to learning as a result of student perceptions. Although instructors view specific 
forms of delivery and assessment to be better, student perceptions will often 
determine the effectiveness of learning methods. A report by Eduventures (2009) 
sheds some light on why this might be so, noting that innovation in the use, 
implementation, methods, and delivery of online instruction is limited primarily to 
faculty teaching online and that how instructors teach is often a result of how they 
were taught and how they learned. The results of this study are significant in that they 
provide faculty with an understanding of the students’ perspective, examine how the 
students perceive learning, and present the voice of the student often missing from the 
design of online instruction.  
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Significance of the Problem 
Research into the effectiveness of online instruction has looked primarily at 
individual implementations of instructional methods within a single class or set of 
classes taught by a single instructor (Means et al., 2009). Where this study differs is 
that it investigates online instruction in the typical faculty-developed course, that is, 
approaching online instruction from the student perspective in a mix of “typically” 
delivered and designed classes. These classes were not the exceptional online class 
designed to investigate a new or innovative online practice, they were simply what 
Edventures (2009) would term the current state of online instruction.  
This study provides a rich, complex, and detailed picture of students within 
the online learning environment. By organizing the analysis of data and content 
around approaches to learning, learner–centered tools can be developed that promote 
deep learning approaches in undergraduate students during online learning 
experiences. Results from this study yielded recommendations for changes in the 
design of online and e–learning that encourage student learning that is aligned with 
faculty, student, and institutional perceptions of online education. Faculty may be 
expected to improve their online instruction through a clearer insight into the effects 
of course management tools. 
Developing effective online learning environments is becoming a challenge 
for many universities. Current trends in education, which include shrinking funding, 
have spurred greater competitiveness among universities as they seek new ways to 
attract students not only in traditional environments but also in the online 
environment. In both, it is important to maintain academic integrity and to ensure 
high levels of student learning and by achieving a better understanding of students’ 
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needs in relation to their learning, online education can be improved an its value as an 
educational tool increased. By investigating ways that students perceive and interact 
with the learning environment, it may be that the design of the online learning 
environment can be better developed to support learning. 
From a business of education standpoint, it is essential to remember that 
practitioners of education should not only be concerned with the number of degrees 
awarded but also the quality of student learning obtained in achieving those degrees. 
Thus, the focus of this study was on the students, who they are and how best they can 
be served.  
Definitions of Terms 
Terms and concepts used in this study require explicit definitions and may be 
defined differently from what is found in common usage. For clarity, the following 
terms and concepts are defined as used in this study. 
Approaches to learning: Approach to learning has been defined as a function of both 
learner characteristics and teaching factors. Learner characteristics can include prior 
knowledge, abilities, values, and ways of learning. Teaching factors include teaching 
approaches, teacher characteristics, and learning environment. The student and 
teaching contexts, when combined, produce three learning approaches that 
researchers have described as surface, strategic, and deep (Biggs, 1976, 1987; 
Entwistle, 1981; Marton & Saljo, 1976).  
Course Management System (CMS), Learning Management Systems (LMS), or 
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE): These three terms have more or less the same 
meaning, with the exception that a VLE focuses less on the features related to the 
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management of learning. Each includes an all–in–one software solution designed to 
support learning through a managed set of functions accessed through a computer or 
the Internet. These systems are characterized by an interface that allows students to 
register and take courses, staying within the environment for the duration of the 
course. The system usually will include communication tools, such as e–mail and 
discussion forums, along with some self–instructional portions. In most cases, an 
instructor facilitates this model, where a group of students proceeds on a week–to–
week basis or institutional model of instruction (Paulsen, 2002). 
Deep learning approach: This approach examines new facts and ideas critically, then 
ties them into existing cognitive structures and makes numerous links between ideas 
(Biggs, 1999). A deep approach to learning is defined as looking for meaning in new 
information, relating and organizing ideas, and using evidence and logic (Waugh & 
Anderson, 1998). Within the context of this study, students express a deep learning 
approach through their actions and in their description of their own learning process. 
For example, comments on the relation of current course content to previous 
knowledge may imply a deep approach, as would comments linking course content 
with external subject matter. 
Educational Environment or Learning Environment: The context, curriculum, 
methods, and characteristics where learning takes place (Dawley, 2007). 
Electronic learning or e–learning: The delivery of a learning, training, or education 
program by electronic means. E–learning involves the use of a computer or electronic 
device (e.g., a mobile phone) in some way to provide training and educational or 
learning material. E–learning applications may or may not contain communication 
tools. The term “e–learning” most often is used to describe learning over the Internet 
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but is not exclusive to the Internet in that electronic learning programs need not 
always be networked but can stand alone on single computer (Bowles, 2004).  
Instructional technology: In popular usage, instructional technology refers to the use 
of communications media—hardware and software––to help people learn. At 
different times, different media have been central to educators’ conception of 
instructional technology (Kovalchick & Dawson, 2004). 
Online educational experience: For the purpose of this study, a course of study or 
class where the mode of delivery and communication is a computer or other device 
connected to the Internet (Kovalchick & Dawson, 2004). 
Online teacher: One who teaches or instructs in the online or e–learning environment, 
whose primary occupation is to instruct others, that is, an instructor or a tutor. Online 
teachers are facilitators of learning (Dawley, 2007). 
Online teaching tool: The technical components of course management systems that 
are used in online and hybrid instruction (Dawley, 2007). A list of online tools 
teaching tools is provided in Appendix A. 
Strategic learning approach: A learning strategy characterized by determination to 
excel, effort in studying, organization in studying, and the effective use of time–
management skills (Biggs, 1987). Students exhibiting a strategic approach will 
maximize effort and resources to achieve a grade. The goal of a strategic approach is 
not to apply knowledge but to achieve high grades or marks. 
Surface learning approach: A learning strategy characterized by accepting new facts 
and ideas uncritically and attempting to store them as isolated, unconnected items 
(Biggs, 1999). A surface approach is defined as relying on memorization, exhibiting 
difficulty in making sense, and being concerned with coping (Waugh & Anderson, 
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1998). 
Teaching approaches: Teachers’ concepts of teaching and learning have been 
associated with how they approach teaching. Two approaches or orientations have 
been described: facilitating learning (a learner–centered, constructivist approach) and 
transmitting knowledge (a teacher–centered, behaviorist approach) (Kember & Gow, 
1994). The choice of teaching approach also has been shown to influence the methods 
of instruction (Entwistle, 1981; Weigel, 2002). 
Summary 
Chapter I focused on the problems associated with the rise in online teaching 
and learning, the increasing use of technology in education, and the need to better 
serve the growing numbers of online students (Allen & Seaman, 2008). The purpose 
of this study was to provide a rich and detailed account of students' experiences and 
perceptions of online courses based on student reflections, interviews, and 
observations, such that the online environment can be better designed to promote 
learning in the future. The data analysis was supported by theories of deep, surface, 
and strategic learning as described by Entwistle (1983). 
 Chapter II contains a review of relevant literature on observations of students 
within the online learning environment and establishes the analytic framework for the 
research in this study. The methods used to recruit and interview students 
participating in online instruction are presented in chapter III. The major themes that 
emerge from the student interviews, observations, and online collection of data are 
presented in chapter IV. Chapter V contains the study summary, a description of the 
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limitations of the study, discussion, conclusions, implications for practice, and 
recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
This study is concerned with the effect of the online learning environment on 
students’ perceptions during the learning process, the tools used, and how these 
perceptions affect the selection of individual students approach to learning. The 
purpose of this qualitative study was to describe students' experiences and perceptions 
of online courses using student reflections, interviews, and think-aloud observations. 
The relevant literature is presented in six sections: first, models of online instruction 
as they are implemented in online instruction; second, the current state of online 
instruction and its effectiveness compared with traditional or face-to-face instruction; 
third, student approaches to learning as a way to understand learning within the online 
environment; fourth, instructor choice in the selection of online instructional tools and 
models and the effect of students’ perceptions; fifth, learning environments and 
students beliefs and how these beliefs may affect students perceptions of value and 
quality; and sixth, the use of direct observation in understanding students’ perceptions 
and attitudes regarding online instruction with a emphasis on the use of think-aloud 
observations in online educational research.  
Within each of the sections in this review, an attempt is made to use studies 
that included a measure of students’ approach to learning as defined by Biggs (1999) 
and Entwistle and Ramsden (1983). The model of student approach to learning 
provides the theoretical rationale used in this study and is discussed in chapter I in 
some detail. 
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Models of Online Instruction 
 Models of online instruction range from communities of inquiry to the 
delivery of information and performance based instruction. Many of the methods used 
in online instruction are in whole or part taken from traditional face-to-face 
instructional models (Clark & Mayer, 2003). Notwithstanding the fact that these 
models have proved effective in face-to-face instruction, the online environment 
presents both new challenges and new opportunities for education (Weigel, 2002). 
Tiffin and Rajasingham (1995) took the view that online instruction is a new medium 
for education and requires a new paradigm to be truly effective. Tiffin and 
Rajasingham’s view is that the old model of instruction is based on preparing workers 
to move from a farm-based society to an industrial one and that education needs to 
change to match the needs of an information society and economy.  Online or 
electronic learning (e-learning) is not a new model of learning as is sometimes 
suggested. Instead online or e-learning is a new model of education, rather then a new 
model of learning (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007). Educational models and the methods of 
online instruction provide this study with a foundation for understanding how and 
where online tools fit in the structure of online learning. The following section 
focuses on the constructivist model of learning and collaborative learning in online 
instruction. Particular attention within the next section is paid to “communities of 
inquiry” and the role of networked communication technologies, sometimes referred 
to as social networks.  
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Communities of Inquiry: A Constructivist Model of Collaborative Engagement 
Weigel (2002) suggested that new technologies allow educators to tap the 
educational potential of deep learning in this digital age. Weigel placed a great 
emphasis on what he termed “communities of inquiry.” These communities are both 
formal and informal, crossing the entirety of social life, and are important particularly 
to the experience and perception of learning. In face–to–face residential universities, 
they are organized around a mix of interests, intellectual growth, and personal 
development. These communities also exist within the online environment. 
Communities of inquiry in the online environments are more properly referred to as 
“social networks.” 
Understanding how students perceive these online communities of inquiry is 
critical to developing instruction in e–learning. One crucial element in describing 
students’ perceptions of online learning is the use and expectations that students bring 
with them from their daily experiences with technology. Today’s students are some of 
the most connected that the university system has seen, and this connectivity affects 
the way that they learn (Coates, 2007; Prensky, 2001). Differences in student 
expectation and experience with technology may affect the approach used and the 
perceptions of the learning environment. Although students in 2010 may be the most 
connected, faculty may not be. The differences between how faculty implement 
technology and students perceptions of that implementation may have an affect on 
learning and approach. In investigating student perceptions of the tools, it is hoped 
that a better understanding of expectations will lead to better implementation.  
 In his seminal series of books on the effects of technology on society, Manuel 
Castells (1996) described the effect of the Internet on society. The great power of the 
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Internet, according to Castells, is its ability to link people together, forming a 
marketplace of ideas; like the marketplaces of the past, the Internet has become the 
place where societies join in the search for information, exchange news, and search 
for ideas. Cairncross (1997) reinforced this view of the value of the Internet as a 
marketplace when she described the power of the Internet in linking people from 
around the globe in communities of like minds and differing opinions. According to 
this social model of instruction, learning is not putting students in touch with 
information; rather, it is putting students in touch with communities (Weigle, 2002) 
indeed, learning is the process of enculturation that engages students with concepts 
and communities (Weigle). The university’s great advantage is its ability to bring 
learners in touch with communities that they do not know about. This linking of 
students to communities also is the great untapped advantage of e–learning. By 
developing a community of learners, students are able to compare and contrast their 
learning strategies, outcomes, and knowledge with others. In addition, the 
collaborative nature of the Internet provides a valuable resource for students in the 
online environment.  
Notwithstanding the value of social learning and communities as put forth by 
Weigle (2002) and Castells (1996), the question remains of the promise of e-learning. 
Have e-learning implementations provided students with a community beyond their 
own? Tools for social interaction or social networking abound. Twitter®, Facebook®, 
and Wikipedia® are common tools used by many. Little, however, is known about 
how these social networking tools are used and perceived in the online class. 
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Dynamic Discussion and Communities of Inquiry: Social-Constructivist Model 
Research on how online instruction can accomplish the goals of collaboration 
and community has focused primarily on the use of discussion boards and other 
communication technologies (Bonk & Zhang, 2008; Roberts, 2004). Although the 
research on learning outcomes from online discussion boards has yielded mixed 
findings, both positive and negative, there is little argument that when both the 
instructor and student place a value on discussion, it has proved effective in 
promoting deep learning (Havard, Du, & Olinzock, 2005).  
Havard et al. (2005) proposed and tested a framework for online dynamic 
discussion and the promotion of deep learning. To assess there proposed framework 
Havard et al. applied the framework during two semesters of a graduate-level 
multimedia design for instruction course each containing 30 students (n=60). Havard 
et al. collected interview and observation data from all participants. Their model of 
data collection was based on the work of Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) and is 
designed to match students perceptions and actions with an approach to learning. 
The framework proposed by Havard et al. (2005) consists of three categories, 
technical, theoretical, and comprehensive (see Table 2) and features a structured  
Table 2  
Structure of Bulletin Board Proposed by Havard et al. and Composed of Three 
Categories: Process, Category, and Design  
Framework General 
Process Bulletin Board Category  Category Design 
Information Technical Flexible peer discussion 
Methods Theoretical Structured topic discussion 
Cognition Comprehensive Collaborative task discussion 
 
online bulletin board on which peer learners can communicate and collaborate. 
Within each category are a series of assignments and tasks related to collaboration, 
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exploration, and course work (Havard et al.). Students were presented with between 
one and two questions a week to which they must respond; in addition, they are 
required to critique the responses of others. Key to the success of this method, in 
which students have demonstrated higher order problem–solving skills, is that the 
instructors took an active role in structuring, scaffolding, and moderating the 
collaboration. The role of the instructor in online course communication is a common 
theme among many studies.  
Within the flexible discussion, students were allowed to respond to topics that 
interested them. This framework proved to be useful in developing practices 
consistent with a deep approach to learning. These practices included planning, 
confronting, and overcoming unexpected outcomes; reflection and judgment on their 
learning processes; group interaction; and communication. Havard et al.’s (2005) 
emphasis on type of discussion and its use is important to the current study in that it 
looked at engagement and interaction between learners and instructors. When 
students and faculty were interacting and engaged with each other, measures of 
student outcomes were higher. 
Online interaction through active engagement with course content, in addition 
to collaboration with peers, has the potential to stimulate deep approaches to learning. 
Parry and Dunn (2000) investigated benchmarking as a meaningful approach to 
learning in the online environment. “Meaningful approach” is defined as a deep 
approach to learning, using Biggs’s (1999) definition that deep learning is the 
discovery of meaning interrelating with previous relevant knowledge. Parry and Dunn 
described “benchmarking” as setting levels against which quality is measured or the 
process of identifying and learning from good practices of other students. Using a 
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model of interaction through online discussion and group work they sought to 
develop ways that students could interact and engage with both other students and the 
course content. 
Participants for this qualitative study were drawn from a pilot undergraduate 
program in Law and Human Resource Management from two online course offerings. 
Fifteen students from this program were interviewed during data collection. The 
interviews were conducted at the end of the semester by researchers independent from 
the two units, after students’ final assessment tasks had been marked and returned, 
and were conducted by telephone up to one and a half hours in duration. Although the 
sample size is small (n=15), the data appear rich and full of descriptive detail. Data 
were confirmed across cases, and a second interview was conducted wherever more 
detail was required. In addition, the online discussion board conversations of the 
students were downloaded in order to check the correspondence of students’ reports 
of their learning experiences with their discussions with each other during the 
semester. The university teachers for both units also were interviewed. 
Because much of traditional face–to–face and online instruction in higher 
education is focused on group work, research on how perceptions of group 
assessment may affect approaches to learning is of particular interest to this study. 
Perry and Dunn (2000) specifically investigated the role of group collaboration and 
its effect on individual learning, assessment, and motivation in the online 
environment, stating that approaches to learning are engaged by group assessment in 
the online environment. They found that students valued the collaboration and would 
use the discussions around group projects to assess their own skills in relation to 
others, a form of assessment consistent with the concept of benchmarking (Parry & 
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Dunn). Their findings are consistent with studies of traditional learning environments 
(Biggs, 1979, 1987, 1999; Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983), where 
students are likely to be assessed on passive activity, such as attendance or group 
participation. To achieve a high grade on group work in an online community of 
learners requires organization, effort, mastery of content, and the capacity to negotiate 
and learn from others—active–learning skills similar to those in face–to–face learning 
(Parry & Dunn). The results of Parry and Dunn’s study show that deep learning can 
be achieved through the use of assessment and the nature of communication in the 
online learning environment.  
The use of online discussions as a possible replacement for traditional face-to-
face instructional methods is an area of concern for this study. Moving the traditional 
environment into the online environment through the implementation of a specific 
tool appears to be common practice in online education (Edventures, 2009). The 
practice of substituting one educational tool for another in differing environments 
may not be the most effective use the technology. Merely saying this is a discussion 
tool and thus replacing face-to-face discussion with online discussions has the 
potential of overlooking the educational benefits of proper implementations based on 
educational research (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007). 
Current State of Online Learning: Online Distance Education  
Compared with Face–to–Face Instruction 
 
 What is effective online learning from both a design and a financial 
perspective? Studies that seek to answer this question often compare online education 
with face–to–face instruction, but few have done so by assessing student outcomes. In 
a meta–analysis and review of online learning studies conducted by the United States 
  
32 
Department of Education Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development, 
Policy and Program Studies Service, researchers (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & 
Jones, 2009) examined 46 studies from 1996 to 2008. These studies encompassed 
online and face–to–face instruction for kindergarten through 12th grade (K–12); 
career technology, military, and medical instruction; and higher education. 
Means et al. (2009) established seven criteria for inclusion, resulting in 51 
independent effect sizes that were subjected to the meta–analysis. Studies were 
selected from searches of five electronic research databases: ERIC, PsycINFO, 
PubMed, ABI/INFORM, and UMI ProQuest Digital Dissertations. These searches 
were supplemented with a review of articles cited in recent meta–analyses and 
narrative syntheses of research on distance learning including teacher development, 
professional development, and technical education. Abstracts published in the 
following journals since 2005 also were searched: American Journal of Distance 
Education, Journal of Distance Education (Canada), Distance Education (Australia), 
International Review of Research in Distance and Open Education, and Journal of 
Asynchronous Learning Networks. In addition, the Journal of Technology and 
Teacher Education and Career and Technical Education Research were searched 
manually.  
Means et al. (2009) used four research questions to guide their analysis: (a) 
how does the effectiveness of online learning compare with that of face–to–face 
instruction, (b) does supplementing face–to–face instruction with online instruction 
enhance learning, (c) what practices are associated with more effective online 
learning, and (d) what conditions influence the effectiveness of online learning. In 
comparing online with face–to–face instruction, the researchers found that online 
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students tended to outperform their counterparts in traditional face–to–face 
instruction. Classes that supplemented face–to–face with online and blended methods 
of instruction produced better measures of learning than online or face–to–face alone. 
These measures of leaning consisted of higher test scores and final course grades. 
Practices that involved student interaction and engagement or increased student–
faculty communication had a positive effect of student outcomes. 
“Practice” as defined by Means et al. (2009) concerns how online learning is 
implemented (e.g., whether or not an online course facilitator is used). Practices may 
be associated with more effective online learning, as they possibly influence both 
students’ perception and the focus of the instruction. “Conditions” are those features 
of the context within which the online technology is implemented that are relatively 
impervious to change. Conditions include the year in which the intervention took 
place, the learners’ demographic characteristics, the teacher’s or instructor’s 
qualifications, and state accountability systems. 
Table 3 provides a list of 12 practices and their corresponding effect sizes, the 
number of studies where the variable was present, and Q statistics. These practices 
are (a) pedagogy/learning experience, (b) computer–mediated communication with 
instructor, (c) computer–mediated communication with peers, (d) treatment duration, 
(e) media features, (f) time on task, (g) one–way video or audio, (h) computer–based 
instruction elements, (i) opportunity for face–to–face time with instructor, (j) 
opportunity for face–to–face time with peers, (k) opportunity to practice, and (l) 
feedback provided. Each of the practices found and discussed by Means et al. (2009) 
corresponds with findings in the current study. For example, computer–mediated 
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communication with instructor, one–way video or audio, face–time, and feedback all 
relate to the extent and methods of communication. 
Table 3 
Tests of Practices as Moderator Variables (Means et al., 2009) 
 Variable 
  
Contrast 
Number 
of 
Studies 
Weighted 
Effect Size 
Standard 
Error 
Lower 
Limit 
Upper 
Limit 
  
Q 
Statistic 
Instructor–
directed 
(expository) 8 
  
 .36* 
  
 .12 
  
  .14 
  
.59 
Independent 
(active) 17 
  
 .15* 
  
 .07 
  
 –.01 
  
.30 
Pedagogy/learning 
experience' 
  
  
  
Collaborative 
(interactive) 23 
  
 .28* 
  
 .07 
  
  .15 
  
.42 
    3.03 
 
 
Asynchronous 
only 16  .31*  .10   .12 .49 
Computer– 
mediated 
communication with 
instructor  
Synchronous + 
asynchronous 9  .15  .12 – .09 .39 
0.97 
 
Asynchronous 
only 17  .27*  .08   .11 .42 
Computer– 
mediated 
communication with 
peers 
Synchronous + 
Asynchronous 7 
  
 .32 
  
 .13 
  
  .08 
  
.57 
0.13 
 
 
Less than 1 
month 19  .23*  .08   .07 .39 
Treatment duration 
More than 1 
month 30  .26*  .06   .13 .38 
0.07 
Text–based only 15  .28*  .10   .09 .48 Media features 
 
  Text + other media 32  .24*  .06   .12 .36 
0.13 
 
Online > face–
to–face 10 
  
 .46* 
  
 .11 
  
  .25 
  
.68 
Time  
on task 
Same or face–
to–face > online 17  .19*  .08  .025 .35 
3.88* 
 
Present 15  .12  .09  –.04 .28 One–way video or audio 
Absent/not 
reported 36  .31*  .06   .20 .42 
3.62 
Present 30  .26*  .06   .14 .38 Computer–based 
instruction elements Absent/not 
reported 21  .22*  .08   .07 .37 
0.20 
 
 
During 
instruction 21  .28*  .07   .14 .41 
Before or after 
instruction 12  .22*  .11   .01 .43 
Opportunity for 
face–to–face time 
with instructor 
  
Absent/not 
reported 18  .22*  .09   .05 .39 
0.37 
 
 
During 
instruction 21  .27*  .07   .14 .41 
Opportunity for face–
to–face time 
with peers Before or after 
instruction 13  .16  .10  –.04 .36 
  Absent/not 
reported 17  .27*  .09   .09 .44 
0.94 
 
 
Present 42  .26*  .05   .16 .37 Opportunity to practice 
Absent/not 
reported 9  .16  .12  –.07 .40 
0.65 
Present 24  .25*  .07   .11 .39 Feedback provided 
Absent 27  .25*  .07   .12 .38 
0.00 
*Statistically significant  
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Looking at the case of “computer–mediated communication with peers,” all 
17 contrasts in which students in the online condition had only asynchronous 
communication with peers, and the seven contrasts in which online students had both 
synchronous and asynchronous communication with peers, are shown to have mean 
effect sizes of +.27 and +.32, respectively, and both effect sizes were statistically 
different from zero. In addition, the Q statistic of homogeneity, which tests whether 
the variability in effect sizes for these contrasts are associated with the type of peer 
communication available, is not statistically different from zero for “computer–
mediated communication with peers” (effect size of .13). Both studies of online 
learning with only asynchronous communication and those with both asynchronous 
and synchronous communication found similar positive effects, on average. Effects 
for media elements compared online environments using different media elements 
such as one–way video and found that in seven of the eight cases no statistically 
significant differences existed. In the single case that did find a difference, students 
were allowed to control the video (“interactive video”). The researchers of this single 
study (Zhang, Zhou, Briggs, & Nunamaker, 2006) used four conditions, consisting of 
one traditional face–to–face environment and three online environments: interactive 
video, noninteractive video, and nonvideo. Students were assigned randomly to one 
of the four groups. Students in the interactive video group performed significantly 
better than did the other three groups. Means et al. (2009) suggested that it is not the 
media that was used but the methods of use that matter, in particular the elements of 
student control through what the researchers called “interactive.” 
 Features of the online learning environment or learning experience also were 
found to affect student learning. Positive effect when comparing learning experience 
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type in three situations: (a) instructor–directed (expository) + .36, (b) independent 
(active) + .16, and (c) collaborative (interactive) + .28 is found in Table 3. Four of the 
studies provide evidence that allowing learners to control their learning through 
active or interactive experiences produce larger learning gains than do instructor–
directed conditions. The other three studies in the narrative failed to find such an 
effect (Means et al., 2009). Other features such as advanced organizers, prompts in 
the form of “elaborated questions,” “maximizing reasons,” and guiding questions 
through e–mail and online postings, provided no effect either positive or negative. 
 Findings by Means et al. (2009) also suggested that incorporating quizzes into 
online learning does not have an effect on student learning. In particular, the 
researchers noted studies that found outcomes for students taking weekly online 
quizzes did not differ statistically from those of students who completed homework 
instead. Means et al. noted one interesting exception in the studies that relates to the 
current study. This sole study (Lewis, 2002) found that students who took online 
quizzes and participated in online discussion groups did better than those who took 
quizzes and did not participate in online discussion groups. In this case, the presence 
or absence of the additional variable of online discussion may have proved the 
mitigating factor. This finding is important to the current study as it points to 
concepts and practices that suggest that learning is better in community settings that 
allow for interaction and engagement with peers.  
 Online discussion is often used to augment or replace discussion functions 
found in the traditional or face–to–face class. Course organizations providing or 
promoting online learning generally suggest that online discussion have online 
moderators, yet the effect on learning is mixed (Means et al., 2009). This finding may 
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be in part due to the students’ perceived use of the discussions. Means et al. reported 
a negative effect when the instructor moderates a discussion board used for student 
group work. In fact, in the studies comparing low–moderation or no–moderation 
groups, low–moderation or no–moderation groups were statistically significantly 
higher on measures of student achievements than those groups that received a high–
moderation (Bernard & Lundgren-Cayrol, 2001). How moderation is applied may 
also affect student outcomes. Means et al. reported that Zhang (2004) found the 
externally–moderated group scored higher on problems calling for statistical 
knowledge and problem–solving skills than did a peer–controlled group. Zhang’s 
study compared the effectiveness of peer versus instructor moderation for online 
discussion groups used in online collaborative projects. The differences in purpose 
and perception between the group discussion boards may have accounted for the 
differences in effectiveness, with one set using discussion for group collaborations 
and project development and the other using the discussion to impart information. 
 The analysis of Means et al. (2009) links a large set of conditions and 
practices in online learning to student achievement. If student control of the learning 
environment and delivery systems, the implementation of mechanisms that promote 
student reflection, and faculty–to–student engagement and communication can be 
shown to influence student perceptions of the learning environment, then the linking 
of students’ perception of tools and environment may be shown to effect approach to 
learning and thus effect student outcomes. 
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Approaches to Learning 
 Student approaches to learning provides a theoretical framework for this 
study. Developing knowledge of how students approach learning in relation to 
perception of the tools and environment of online learning may help improving online 
educational outcomes. An understanding of student selection of approach also might 
inform the development of institutional standards for online course delivery. Research 
has shown that the study approach that students’ use is related strongly to how they 
perceive the educational environment (Marton & Saljo, 1976; Mattick, Dennis, & 
Bligh, 2004; Snelgrove & Slater, 2003). Although the setting of the online classroom 
is often considered to be something apart from the traditional lecture–based or 
constructive class environment, how students approach learning can be viewed 
similarly in both settings (Richardson, 2003; Richardson & Price, 2003; Richardson 
& Newby, 2006). For each setting, the environment of teaching and learning has been 
researched to describe educational practices and tools that influence student 
perceptions and outcomes related to learning. 
 The study of the relationship between approach to learning and student 
outcomes has a long tradition in educational research. Marton and Saljo (1976) 
identified two approaches to learning after researching how different groups of 
college students prepared for reading prior to being tested. The first group consisted 
of 40 female students; the second group consisted of 30 students enrolled in an 
educational psychology class. Marton and Saljo asked students to read an academic 
article and to prepare to answer questions on it afterwards. Using interview data 
collected from these two groups of college students, Marton and Saljo suggested 
differences in what was first described as “levels of processing.” These differences in 
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levels of processing are what they termed “surface approach” and “deep approach.” 
In surface–level processing, the student directs attention toward learning for 
reproduction using a more rote learning strategy or memorization. Deep–level 
processing was directed toward the internal content of material, the authors’ indented 
meaning, and the material’s larger significance. The levels of processing were later 
used to define an approach to learning, with deep–level and surface–level processing 
used to define deep approach and surface approach to learning. Marton and Saljo’s 
studies are reported by Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) in Understanding Student 
Learning and helped form a framework for the analysis of interview, observation, and 
online focus group data collected for this study. 
 Biggs (1976) initially sought to both validate the concept of approach to study 
and to develop an instrument used for classification. The Study Process Questionnaire 
(SPQ) developed by Biggs (1987) is one of the most often–used and reliable tools to 
assess approaches to learning (Watkins & Hattie, 1980; Wilson & Fowler, 2005; 
Zeegers, 2002). Both the SPQ and a revised version (R–SPQ) are publically available 
and free for faculty to use in research or helping to understand student motivations 
and learning. Biggs collected data from the SPQ with approximately 5,000 students in 
higher education in a variety of disciplines. Using factor analysis, Biggs identified 
three approaches and related motives and organized them according to their 
intentions, process, and outcomes: deep, strategic, and surface. A student utilizing a 
deep approach attempts to develop understanding, make sense of what they are 
learning, create meaning, and relate ideas and concepts to existing knowledge. The 
surface approach is associated with the reproduction of information to meet external 
demands. Students using an achieving approach enhanced their ego and self–esteem 
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through competition, looking externally at high grades and other extrinsic rewards. 
Biggs expanded the concept of approach to learning by identifying the underlying 
motivations and their relation to how students perceive the learning environment. 
Biggs found that a student’s perception of what is expected could influence the 
strategy used. According to Biggs, if the student believes the purpose of a course is to 
achieve a grade or is competitive in nature, the student will adopt an approach that is 
organized around understanding of the material for recall, but not application beyond 
the course. In Table 4 is a summary of the three approaches and their motivations, 
strategy, and outcomes as identified by Biggs (1976, 1987) with modifications from 
Entwistle and Smith (2002). 
Table 4 
 Differences in Motivation, Study Strategy, and Learning Outcomes 
Learning 
Approach Motivation Strategy Outcome 
Deep Interest in subject 
Vocational relevance 
Intrinsic and personal 
Understanding 
Deep strategy is to discover 
meaning by reading widely, 
inner–relating with previous 
relevant knowledge, and so on. 
Deep level of 
understanding 
Strategic 
 
To achieve high 
grades 
To compete with 
others 
To be successful 
Achieving strategy is to 
organize one’s time and 
working space; to follow up all 
suggested readings, schedule 
time, behave as “model 
student.”  
High grades 
with or 
without 
understanding 
Surface Completion of course 
Extrinsic and fear of 
failure 
Surface strategy is to limit target 
to bare essentials and reproduce 
them through rote learning. 
Incomplete 
understanding 
Note. Compiled from Biggs (1976, 1987) and Entwistle and Smith (2002). 
Snelgrove and Slater (2003) used the SPQ with 300 nursing students in the 
United Kingdom (UK) and found the construct of deep learning to be correlated 
statistically significantly with average grade performance. Results were obtained by 
correlating data from the SPQ with overall grade performance and examination 
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results. Relationships between measurements of deep, surface, and stretigic strategies 
and academic performance in biology, psychology, sociology, and nursing 
examinations, community nursing study, and grade point average (GPA) were 
assessed by zero–order correlations. The deep factor was found to correlate 
statistically significantly and positively to both GPA (r = .17) and sociology 
examination performance (r = .18). The surface motive factor was correlated 
statistically significantly and negatively to the nursing examination (r = –.22). These 
correlations are shown in Questionnaire (CEQ) to students in a number of courses at 
the Open University in the UK. These courses all had some form of electronic 
delivery. Electronic delivery according to Richardson (2002) consisted of one or more 
of the following support materials:floppy disks, compact disc read–only memory 
(CD–ROMs), dedicated website, electronic mail (e–mail), and computer 
conferencing. Courses included instruction in the arts, sciences, online learning, user 
interface design, and software development. Types of courses ranged from hybrid 
delivery to fully online and distance education courses (see Table 5). 
Table 5 
Approaches to Learning and Academic Achievement in Community Nursing Program 
Performance on Biology, Psychology, Sociology and Nursing Examinations, 
Community Nursing Study, and GPA 
 
Community 
Approaches  GPA Study Biology Psychology Sociology Nursing 
Achieving 
strategy 
.15 –.18 .14 .13 .11 .15 
Surface strategy –.01 –.06 –.13 –.15 –.07 –.10 
Surface motive –.13 .08 –.11 –.14 –.08 –.21 
Deep  
 
.16 .05 .14 .14 .18 –.12 
Surface motive .05 .10 –.30 .06 .08 .11 
Achieving 
motive 
.17 –.04 .06 .06 .01 .01 
Note. GPA, grade point average. 
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Snelgrove and Slater (2003) proposed that the deep factor measured by the 
SPQ is a form of deep learning that includes a synthesis of material under study and 
contains commonalities with the construct of critical thinking. Both deep learning and 
critical thinking refer to a form of cognitive processing that requires reasoning based 
on facts that have been critically appraised (Snelgrove & Slater). Although critical 
thinking is an abstract concept that has proved difficult to measure, deep learning may 
prove useful to measure critical–thinking skills in students. Snelgrove and Slater’s  
results also help to support the predictive validity of the SPQ and student approach to 
learning for academic achievement with both deep and surface approach showing a 
correlation with GPA (see Table 5). Academic quality and students’ perception also 
have been linked with students’ approach to learning. 
In a series of studies beginning in 2003, Richardson and colleagues 
(Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Price, 2003) found a positive correlation 
between student perception of academic quality and adoption of an approach to 
learning. Richardson (2003) administered the Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI) 
and the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) to students in a number of courses at 
the Open University in the UK. These courses all had some form of electronic 
delivery. Electronic delivery according to Richardson consisted of one or more of the 
following support materials: floppy disks, CD–ROMs, dedicated website, electronic 
mail (e–mail), and computer conferencing. Courses included instruction in the arts, 
sciences, online learning, user interface design, and software development. Types of 
courses ranged from hybrid delivery to fully online and distance education courses 
(see Table 6). 
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Table 6  
Numbers of Students, Courses, Course Type, and Study Reference. Richardson’s 
Studies on Quality Perception and Approaches to Learning 
Course n   Type Study Reference 
Arts 1, 2, and 3 617  Distance education Richardson and Lawless 
(2002) 
Science, 1, 2, and 
3 
600  Distance education  
 95  Subject based Richardson and Sadlo 
(2003) 
 88  Subject/problem  
 42  Problem–based  
Learning Online 178  Web–based online Richardson (2003) 
User Interface 78  Electronic delivery Richardson and Price (2003) 
Software 
Development 
116   Electronic delivery   
Note. n represents the number of responses in each class sampled, with a response 
rate between 42.2% and 48%. 
 
Although Richardson’s (2003) studies are concerned with student perceptions, 
there are little qualitative data collected that would describe students’ perception, 
interactions, or actions in their own words. Notwithstanding the lack of data, the 
validity of the instruments appears sound and the findings offer a view of students’ 
selection of approach based on students’ perceptions of quality.  
Richardson (2003) demonstrated a link between a student’s quantitatively 
measured perception of quality and the selection of approach to learning. The Course 
Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) measures student perceptions of academic quality of 
their course. The CEQ consists of 30 items in five scales measuring student 
perception of good teaching, clear goals and standards, appropriate assessment, 
appropriate workload, and an emphasis on independence. To measure students’ 
approaches to learning, Richardson used a revised version of the Approaches to Study 
Inventory (ASI). The revised version consists of 32 items with four subscales for 
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measuring meaning orientation or deep approach, and four for reproducing 
orientation or surface approach (see Table 7). 
Table 7 
Approaches to Study Inventory Subscales 
Subscale Approach  
Meaning 
Orientation 
Deep approach, interrelating ideas, use of evidence, and comprehensive 
learning 
Reproducing 
Orientation 
Surface approach, syllabus–boundness, improvidence, and fear of failure 
 
What Richardson (2003) found across all of these studies is a relationship 
between aspects of course tools and pedagogies and students’ perceptions of quality. 
Figure 2 is a graphical representation of these relationships. In the center, between  
 
Figure 2. Relation of learning environment perceptions to students’ reporting of deep 
or surface approach to learning. 
 
deep and surface approach to learning, is a list of areas related to the perception of 
quality within a course. These areas include workload, motivation, assessment, 
outcomes, expectations, tools, and teaching methods. The arrows serve only to link 
perception with a given approach and are not a measure of strength or power. Where 
Richardson found a positive correlation between workload and student perception of 
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workload, the figure shows a connection to perceptions of time appropriateness. 
Following the arrows in Figure 2 for workload, one can see that a perception of 
appropriate workload requirements for a class resulted in students reporting a deep 
approach to learning. Additional perceptions associated with a deep approach include 
assessments that are project based, appropriate time requirements, clear and well–
defined goals, and a sense of choice. Surface approaches were associated with 
excessive time requirements, multiple–choice examinations, teacher–centered 
instruction, and instruction focused on changing behaviors (see Figure 2). 
Richardson’s (2003) findings suggest a relationship between student 
approaches to study and their perception of academic quality. Not all conditions need 
be present at the same time to influence student approach. Some conditions, such as 
workload and assessment, produced consistently higher relationships to students’ 
selection of approach and with teacher skills and student choice, producing lower 
relationships with students’ approach to learning. According to Richardson, students’ 
perceptions of quality account for between 50% and 80% of the variations in scores, 
yielding a high level of predictability of approach based on perception. When 
students’ perceptions of course quality were low, students were statistically more 
likely to select a surface approach to learning. Conversely, when courses were 
perceived to be of a high quality, students were more likely to use a deep approach. 
This relationship between approach and perception is consistent with the findings that 
approaches to study depend on content, context, and the perceived demands of the 
learning task (Biggs, 1976). 
Continuing with the concept that approach to learning is dependent on the 
context and the perceived demands of the learning environment, Wilson and Fowler 
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(2005) used a combination of surveys and online focus groups to assess the affect of 
course design on student approach to learning. Wilson and Fowler were interested in 
whether students would change their preferred approach to learning to fit the 
requirements of course design. For example, would a student who is “typically 
surface” adopt a deep approach if the design of the course used an active–learning 
model? To test this idea, a group of 50 male students and 40 female students in their 
third year of behavioral science study concurrently enrolled in two courses of 
contrasting design—one active course and one traditional course—were surveyed. In 
the active–learning course, class contact involved interactive lectures and workshops 
with assessment focused on theory and practice. The traditional class involved 
didactic lectures and tutorial discussion (Wilson & Fowler). Using the Student 
Process Questioner (SPQ) developed by Biggs (1987), students were scored on their 
preferred approach to learning in week one of the term of study in both the traditional 
and active courses. 
 Based on the first administration of the SPQ, students were categorized as 
“typically deep” or “typically surface” learners. “Typically deep” accounted for 58% 
of the sample (n=29) with “typically surface” learners accounting for 42% (n=21). In 
week 13 of the term, students were administered the SPQ to rate their actual approach 
to learning in the course. The difference between week 1 and week 13 was calculated 
separately for the traditional and active class environments and analyzed using a 
Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA). This method identifies whether 
changes in the independent variables have a statistically significant effect on the 
dependent variables. MANOVA also can aid in identifying interactions among the 
independent variables and the association between dependent variables. Independent 
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variables for this study were the difference in scores for the deep and surface motive 
and strategy. 
Analyses showed no difference in levels of approach between courses. 
Students, however, did report higher levels of deep motives and deep strategy in the 
active–learning course. The study showed no shift between the deep learners from the 
traditional to the active–learning class. With the surface learners, a shift to deep 
strategy was found but not a shift in motive. Thus, “typically deep” students were 
consistent in their approach across the two environments. “Typically surface” 
students reported a greater use of deep learning strategies in the active–learning 
course with a mean difference of 2.14, but no increase in motive. Thus, “typically 
surface” learners were influenced by the design of active learning to use more deep 
strategies. These findings suggest that course design and educational environment can 
influence students’ approaches to learning.  
Wilson and Fowler (2005) wanted to confirm that students’ approach could be 
influenced by the design and implementation of active learning. In particular, they 
wanted confirm that “typically surface” learners would adopt deep approaches in 
active–learning environments. Wilson and Fowler redesigned their study to include a 
focus group of 10 students, six females and four males, from the “typically surface” 
group. When asked to relate or explain the findings based on their experience, these 
students reported that they “had to do more learning by doing” and “tasks required 
you to get involved.” These findings suggest that students’ approach can be changed 
by the design of the course. In addition, it suggests that students appear to be aware of 
social roles and expectations within the learning processes that are structured into the 
design of the course (Wilson & Fowler). The idea that the online environment itself 
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promotes a perception of greater need for student involvement from students is an 
area that requires more investigation. 
That students change their approach to learning based on design and 
implementation was investigated by Gallini and Barron (2002). The purpose of their 
study was to investigate teachers’ and students’ perceptions of their own pedagogy, 
beliefs about instruction and learning, learning strategies, and communication in a 
Web–infused (WI) course, which is defined as an instructional program that uses 
attributes of the World Wide Web (WWW) to create meaningful and interactive 
instruction. Gallini and Barron wanted to know in particular whether instructors and 
students change approaches to teaching and learning based on design and 
implementation of a WI course. Gallini and Barron defined “meaningful and 
interactive learning” as taking place in a constructivist and learner–centered learning 
environment, elements of which include learning as an intentional process, focus on 
the learner’s construction of knowledge, and learning within a social context. 
 Gallini and Barron (2002) selected 10 faculty members from different 
disciplines who piloted a Web-authoring system at a large state university and 152 
students enrolled in a selected group of those courses taught by selected faculty. 
Using a survey design consisting of open–ended questions, Gallini and Barron studied 
faculty and student perception of teaching beliefs, approaches to learning, and 
communication. The results of the study suggest that students do change to a deeper 
approach within the online class environment. Although only 5% of the faculty 
surveyed for this study were implementing fully online classes, representing 16% of 
the sampled student population, the entire 16% responded that they had changed their 
approach based on the requirements of the online class. 
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 Although Gallini and Barron (2002) were interested particularly in the effect of 
the environment on students’ choice, additional data included in this study is also of 
interest. Gallini and Barron asked a series of open–ended questions about their 
perception and use of online tools, faculty chosen to participate in this study offered 
up the following: (a) 90% reported a preference for some degree of control in the 
course, with 30% indicating a preference for a teacher–directed approach toward all 
course dimensions, (b) 10% used Web authoring for most of the course delivery, with 
90% using Web authoring as a repository for access to course materials such as 
syllabi, class notes, handouts, and identification of Web sites for additional course 
resources, and (c) 60% indicated they were more engaged in the course as a result of 
working with Web-authoring tools, compared with 40% who reported less engaged. 
Granted that significant advances in technology have taken place between 2002 and 
the present, 2010, these findings are important in that they give a picture of how 
faculty engage and interact with online learning, and how faculty are perceived to 
interact and engage with both students and the online environment may turn affect 
students’ perception of not only the course but also the technology. The idea that 
because of the nature and design of online classes students adopt a deep approach to 
learning requires more investigation, and this study proposes to address this idea 
through the investigation of student perceptions and actions within the online 
environment. Meanwhile, the work of Gallini and Barron is discussed further in the 
next section on instructor choice, style, and educational view. 
  
50 
Instructor Choice, Instructor Style, and Instructor View 
In the field of online education, there have been numerous studies that have 
looked at the role of the instructor and where the instructor fits in online instruction, 
and much of them tend to focus on the instructor’s persona in online discussions (Paz 
Dennen, 2007; Sargeant, Curran, Allen, Jarvis–Selinger, & Ho, 2006). Research on 
the role of instructors in shaping the approaches to learning within the online 
environment is limited; nonetheless, these studies notably point to the suggestion that 
the selection of methods and tools used by instructors do not match the expectations 
of students within the online learning environment. Although the current study is not 
concerned specifically with faculty, instructors are the ones implementing the 
instruction and making the educational and design choices for a majority of online 
instruction (Eduventures, 2009). How these choices affect the online environment and 
student perception is a concern. A report by Eduventures sheds some light on why 
this might be so, noting that innovation in the use, implementation, methods, and 
delivery of online instruction is limited primarily to faculty teaching online and that 
how instructors teach is often a result of how they were taught and how they learned. 
Because this study is concerned with perceptions and methods, the role of instructors’ 
selection of tools is important; therefore, the relationships between the way teachers 
teach, teacher beliefs about instruction, the learning environment, and student and 
societal expectations are presented in this section. 
 The role of the instructor in promoting or hindering a deep approach to learning 
was stressed by Gallini and Barron (2002), who identified teaching methods and 
environments that promote surface learning approaches and stifle the development of 
deep learning. Using a survey design consisting of open–ended questions, Gallini and 
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Barron studied faculty and student perceptions of teaching beliefs and approaches to 
learning and communication in Web–infused learning environments. “Web-infused” 
is defined as using attributes of the WWW to create a meaningful and interactive 
environment (Gallini & Barron). Participants for this study consisted of 27 faculty 
members from a mix of academic disciplines at a large state university. These faculty 
members were selected for their involvement in a pilot study of an educational Web- 
authoring system. One hundred and fifty-three students were selected from the 
courses taught by the 27 faculty, and data for this study were collected in informal 
interviews and through the use of a survey developed by the researchers. The survey 
was constructed independently by two faculty in instructional technology and 
cognitive psychology and one computer Internet Web-design specialist, based on 
critical factors drawn from their independent experiences in Web-design and 
implementation and from the related literature base. The survey used by Gallini and 
Barron consisted of six main components: (a) computer competency, (b) pedagogical 
beliefs of teaching, learning approaches, and instructional and learning strategies, (c) 
degree of Internet integration in the course,  (c) instructional practices, such as use of 
the mediating Web tools, (d) perceived degree of communication and interactivity, 
and (e) perceived degree of student or instructor engagement. 
Gallini and Barron (2002) identified approaches to teaching associated with 
surface learning: (a) a fixed teacher–directed agenda, (b) learning goals that target 
student acquisition of a common reality, (c) teacher talk exceeding student talk, (d) a 
class agenda largely determined by the teacher, (e) task orientation of an academic 
instead of authentic orientation, (f) structural arrangements fixed to a specific type of 
classroom arrangement, (g) class events constrained to a structured time framework, 
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(h) traditional use of tools for instruction and learning, and (i) a lack of attention to 
the social dimensions of learning, and their interaction with the cognitive dimensions 
in a social context of learning (Gallini & Barron). These methods of teaching use 
models of education that rely on behavioral theories of e–learning and may prove to 
be the least effective way to educate. 
In contrast to these surface approaches, Gallini and Barron (2002) suggested 
six constructive methods that promote a deep approach to learning: (a) constructing 
meaning from experience and content, (b) focusing on the learner's construction of 
meaningful knowledge using representations in a social context, (c) relying on the 
learner’s reasoning strategies and tools to facilitate knowledge constructions, (d) the 
use of negotiation, appropriation, and knowledge sharing within the classroom, (e) 
using challenging tasks to encourage the learner, and (f) high standards of 
assessments. These methods all contain characteristics of a constructivist educational 
system structured around active learning. These methods also are rooted in the 
learners participating as members of a learning community in a constructive learning 
environment. Although the results of Gallini and Barron’s research suggest that Web 
instruction has an effect on teaching and learning, the levels of change or involvement 
are not defined. The researchers suggested that further research on different 
technology models in Web instruction are needed to advance the understanding of 
technology–mediated learning in both teaching and learning (Gallini & Barron). 
These findings are important to this current study in two ways: (a) the role of the 
instructor in the students’ selection of approach and how traditional models of 
instruction developed in face–to–face learning environments may be the least 
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effective to educate and (b) the need for research on differing technological models of 
instruction and their effects on approach and student outcomes.  
In a qualitative study consisting of nearly 500 students in 24 classes, 
Campbell et al. (2001) studied the relationship between student perceptions of 
teaching, subsequent selection of learning approach, and teachers’ approach to 
teaching and learning. Campbell et al. proposed that the particular learning strategy 
adopted by a student in a given situation is determined by a complex interaction 
among the student’s preferred approaches, beliefs about learning, and the student’s 
perception of the learning approach that is required by the educational context. The 
findings confirmed past research that stress the importance of a safe, supportive, 
caring learning environment in promoting a deep approach to learning over a surface 
approach. Conversely, adopting a surface approach is perceived by students as a safer 
option if the environment is perceived to be noncaring and lacking support (Campbell 
et al.). 
Participants for this study were selected from students from 24 classes who 
completed a written questionnaire designed to obtain information on their approaches 
to learning in general, using the Learning Process Questionnaire (LPQ; Biggs, 1987). 
Ninety-two students, usually four from each class, and their teachers were 
interviewed from the 24 classes. Selection of students was based on LPQ responses, 
such that, for each class, two students with high deep and low surface approaches, 
and two students with high surface and low deep responses were chosen. Across the 
24 classes, there was necessarily some variation in combinations of scores on the two 
scales. All interviews were semistructured, tape–recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
The student interviews focused on perceptions of teaching and learning in that class 
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and explored such questions as how did the teacher teach, what did the teacher want 
students to learn, how did the student learn, what had he or she learned, and what was 
the purpose of learning that subject. The teacher interviews explored similar questions 
but from a teacher’s perspective. Interview questions concerned how the teacher 
taught, what learning expectations were, what the student learned, and what the 
purpose of learning the subject was. This design allowed for the matching of 
interview responses with the results of the LPQ, forming a picture of deep and surface 
learners’ responses to teaching strategies and methods. 
The interview data showed that students who used a deep approach possessed 
a better understanding of teaching, learning methods, and requirements than did 
students with a surface approach. Differences in the perceptions between students 
with deep and surface approaches also existed within the same class (see Figure 3). 
Students with a deep approach showed an understanding of their teachers’ objectives, 
whereas surface learners stayed focused on transmission and reproduction of 
materials (Campbell et al., 2001). 
 
Figure 3. Differences between students’ perception among surface and deep learners 
of the learning environment. 
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Campbell et al. (2001) noted a relationship between perceptions of the 
instructor and student selection of approach. As shown in Figure 3, students who  
showed a surface approach within a class perceived the instructor to be focused on 
presentation, concerned with mechanical practice, and not friendly or approachable. 
Instructors of classes promoting a deep approach appeared student–centered, 
engaging, supportive, and approachable (see Figure 3). In addition, Campbell et al. 
noted that students with a deep approach would change to a more surface approach if 
they perceived the instructor, course assessments, requirements, or instruction to be 
superficial. These findings that perceptions of assessments, course requirements, and 
the nature of the instruction are important to this study as they suggest that a students’ 
view or perception may affect both outcomes and approaches to learning. 
The role of the instructor in shaping student learning through teaching 
methods, assessments selection, and the creation of constructive learning 
environments is powerful (Edventures, 2009). Just as powerful, however, are the 
students’ perceptions of those methods. How students perceive the learning 
environment affects learning as much as the methods used in delivering instruction. 
Entwistle (1981) noticed that some methods of instruction, perceived to better 
encourage learning by the instructor, produced surface approaches to learning as a 
result of student perceptions. Although instructors view specific forms of delivery and 
assessment to be better, student perceptions will often determine the effectiveness of 
learning methods. 
Students’ perceptions of the online environment are often different from their 
expectations. The increased use of technology in education in particular presents a 
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need to study student perceptions in relation to outcomes and approaches to learning. 
The online format is often perceived to be more flexible and accessible for students 
(Fearing & Riley, 2005), although negative perceptions of online learning include 
frustration with the technology, lack of face–to–face contact, limited instructor input 
into discussion, and assessments not matched to expectations. These findings suggest 
that online learning faces additional challenges in perception that the traditional face–
to–face class does not. Feedback and instruction should emphasize specific 
guidelines, in addition to being both timely and relevant, for students to possess the 
sense of comfort necessary for the selection of a deep approach to learning (Fearing 
& Riley, 2005).  
 Students’ past knowledge not only of subject but also of technology has been 
shown to have an effect on student learning. Kirkwood and Price (2005) conducted a 
meta–analysis of data gathered from a range of surveys, both qualitative and 
quantitative. The surveys used were designed to measure both student access to 
technology and perception of media in relation to independent learning. These studies 
were undertaken at the Open University in the UK between 1996 and 2002, with 
survey respondents totaling over 80,000. The surveys used by Kirkwood and Price 
have been concerned primarily with evaluating courses and services provided by the 
Open University to inform decision–making. All survey instruments had been 
developed by experienced survey researchers and were subject to scrutiny and 
approval by the Open University’s Student Research Projects Panel and senior staff 
with responsibility for quality assurance. The Survey Office and the Student Statistics 
Office in the Institute of Educational Technology at Open University were 
responsible for all sampling and data processing. Three types of studies were used for 
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this undertaking: (a) monitoring of students’ access to Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) and the extent of usage, (b) examination of how 
students use ICT and to what effect, and (c) monitoring learners’ attitudes and 
preferences for using ICT for studying. 
Findings from these studies suggest that students experience frustrations with 
access and the time commitment required in using communication technology in an 
unfamiliar setting. Additional frustration was associated with workplace and family 
restrictions. The perception of technology communication is that learners are able to 
participate in a more considered and reflective manner than they would in face–to–
face classes. How students perceive the amount and quality of communication also 
may affect the way students use communication technology within the learning 
environment.  
Fearing and Riley (2005) investigated students’ use and perceptions with 
online communications technology. The researchers conducted a descriptive study to 
examine the students’ preferred learning styles; perceptions of six online nurse 
educator courses, the faculty, and the asynchronous discussion format; and students 
overall perceptions of online teaching. Fearing and Riley used The Mount Royal 
College’s FAST (Free Assessment Summary Tool) evaluation tool, a 16-item survey 
designed for the online learning environment that allowed modification of items 
specific to the courses being evaluated. Specific modifications were not mentioned in 
the report reviewed for this study. Learning styles were assessed with the Visual 
Auditory or Kinesthetic (VAK) Learning Styles tool containing 25 items. When 
scored, the VAK assesses whether the student’s dominant learning style preference is 
visual (V), auditory (A), or kinesthetic (K). The researchers did not make 
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comparisons between scores on the FAST and the VAK, except to note that 46.3% of 
the students reported the kinesthetic (K) learning style as dominant. The purpose of 
this study was to investigate if learning style and past technology experience had an 
affect on the perceptions of online discussion.  
Fearing and Riley (2005) findings suggest that communication technology 
allowed students more active review of communications and to place more emphasis 
on the application of knowledge to past experience. The form and manner of this 
communication is different than in the traditional face–to–face class. At the time of 
the study, Fearing and Riley noted that many students had limited experience with 
ITC and its use. Due to this lack of experience, many students may need some 
guidance to prevent frustrations. The researchers also stated that the assumption that 
students use and understand communication technologies is often misplaced. 
Activities for beginners need to be highly structured, with explicit instructions, and 
supplemented with additional verbal or written instruction. Frustrations in the use of 
technology or tools leads to a decrease in the perceived value and movement toward a 
surface–learning approach (Fearing & Riley). Notwithstanding the assumption that 
students’ use and understanding of communication technologies have grown since 
2004, Fearing and Riley suggest that (a) technological support of students when 
problems occur was a high priority, (b) convenience remained an important motivator 
for these students in selecting an online course, (c) specific guidelines and 
instructions for projects and assignments was high, (d) feedback from instructors 
needed to be timely and relevant, and (e) group interaction was an unexpected finding 
as students developed stronger online communities during the program than expected.  
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 How students assign value also may affect their approach to learning and 
perception of the learning environment. Frey, Faul, and Tankelov (2003) investigated 
students’ perception of value in Web–assisted learning. Participants for this study 
consisted of 253 respondents attending a metropolitan university in the Southern 
United States. Respondents were taken from students enrolled in Foundation 
Research, Advanced Research I, Advanced Research II, and Human Behavior in the 
Social Environment courses offered between the Summer 2001 and Spring 2002 
semesters. Using a series of attitudinal surveys developed by the researchers, Frey et 
al. rated students’ perception of value for Web strategies. These measurement scales 
were communication strategies, information, learning resource, and assignments and 
grading. Each of these scales was further divided into smaller components relating to 
individual tools and instructional methods. In addition to the attitudinal surveys, 
students responded to a Course Satisfaction Questioner (CSQ). Scores on the CSQ 
were compared with the perceptions of value for the different Web strategies. 
The results showed a statistically significant relationship between course 
satisfaction and the value students attached to the Web strategies. Overall, students 
perceived the online posting of grades, detailed assignments, online provisions for 
feedback on assignments, and e–mail communication with the instructor as the most 
valuable. Unstructured discussion groups, e–mail assignments, multimedia 
assignments, and tests were perceived as the least valuable (see Table 8). Although 
Frey et al. (2003) did not look specifically at perceptions of teaching, previous studies 
do relate teacher communication with approach to learning (Richardson, 2003, 2005; 
Richardson & Lawless, 2002; Richardson & Price, 2003; Richardson & Sadlo, 2003). 
Because of the increase in uses and perceived value of technology after the studies of 
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the 1990s and early 2000s, it would be beneficial to investigate anew these changes in 
technology use and their effects on approaches to learning. 
Table 8 
Student Perceptions of Web–assisted Strategies and Their Connections with Course 
Satisfaction 
Web-assisted Strategies n M SD 
Overall Rank 
(by Perception 
of Value) R 
Communication Strategies      
E–mail with instructor 253 6.48 1.03  4 .45* 
Online announcements posted on 
the web 202 5.78 1.37 13 .11. 
Availability of e–mail addresses 
for all students 235 5.71 1.61 14 .17. 
Availability of homepages for 
personal postings 195 3.53 2.10 18 .47* 
Course Information Strategies      
Postings of detailed assignment 
instructions online 162 6.60 0.99  2 .38* 
Posting syllabus online 220 6.37 1.26  6 .41* 
Posting course calendar 104 6.31 1.43  7 .40* 
Posting of task lists that are linked 
to reminders  68 5.86 1.61 11 .47* 
Learning Resource Strategies      
Lecture notes online 215 6.44 1.08  5 .42* 
Provision of computerized study 
guides for test prep. 121 6.30 1.28  8 .49* 
Online quizzes as an extra 
learning tool 104 6.00 1.48 10 .40* 
Links to online resources for use 
in completion of course 
requirements 200 5.79 1.53 12 .37* 
Online academic discussion groups  43 3.87 2.00 17 .32. 
Assignments and Grading Strategies      
Grades online 235 6.63 0.88  1 .30* 
Online feedback regarding 
assignments 197 6.49 1.13  3 .42* 
Online submission of assignments 223 6.19 1.43  9 .45* 
Multimedia assignments and tests 
to complete 127 5.28 1.61 15 .35* 
Mandatory interactive e–mail 
assignments  99 4.51 2.09 16 .32* 
*Statistically significant. The n represents the number of respondents for a given 
item. 
Frey et al. (2003) showed the perceived role of the instructor and instructor’s 
choice of tools in determining students’ approaches to learning. The differences in 
student perceptions and instructor perceptions of value are worthy of more study. 
Studies of the promotion of deep learning that include factors of students’ 
perceptions, tools, teachers, and the e–learning environment are needed. By 
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combining the work of Frey et al. with others, it can be hypothesized that a positive 
perception of Web–based tools can lead students to select a deep approach to 
learning. By developing of understanding of students’ perceptions and use in online 
environment learning, positive outcomes may be increased.  
The findings on instructor choice in the selection of tools, methods used, and 
instructional strategies are important to the current study for a number of reasons. Of 
particular concern to this study are the selections of communication strategies by 
instructors and the possible effects of students approach. Prensky (2007) and Coates 
(2001) pointed out that today’s students are the most connected and technologically 
advanced group of students yet to enter the university system. This view of the 
students’ use and understanding is in contrast to that of current faculty, who are what 
Prensky and Coates termed “digital immigrants.” If instructors are making 
communications choices that are perceived by students to be inferior to current 
technologies or are perceived to be missing from the educational conversation and 
unengaged in the learning process because of the selection and misuse of 
communication technology, then faculty need to change their understanding and 
knowledge to better educate the current generation. Perhaps the best way to 
understand how choices of instructional methods affect the online learning of students 
is through a better understanding of their perceptions. 
Learning Environment and Student Beliefs  
 One possible way to understand student perceptions is through their beliefs 
regarding learning and the learning environment. This is because epistemic beliefs (a) 
are one component of the cognitive and affective conditions of a task, (b) influence 
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the standards students set when goals are produced, (c) translate into epistemological 
standards that serve as inputs to metacognition, and (d) may develop, in part, due to 
self–regulated learning (Muis, 2007). The importance of epistemic beliefs in this 
study is that how students perceive the learning environment effects the way learning 
occurs and may affect the selection of approach to learning. 
There are many descriptions and definitions of learning environment in the 
literature. For the purpose of this study, a learning environment is defined as the 
context where learning occurs and includes not only the curriculum but also the 
setting’s characteristics. The physical and educational characteristics of an online 
learning environment vary depending on the course management system (CMS) and 
tools selected by the online instructor. Notwithstanding this variability, an online 
learning environment (OLE), sometimes called a virtual learning environment (VLE), 
can be defined as a set of tools designed to deliver instruction and enhance a student’s 
learning experience (Paulsen, 2002). Face–to–face and online educational settings 
share many factors that influence a learner’s perceptions. What follows is a look at 
the influences of the curriculum, perceptions of the learning environment, and 
students’ beliefs on learning. 
 Within the online learning environment, the use of Web–based discussion 
boards allows learners to exchange opinions, share data, and solve problems through 
collaboration (Han & Park, 2008). How students perceive the learning environment 
and the effect of perceptions on learning is one focus of this study. One way to 
understand perception of the learning environment is through students’ beliefs about 
learning; beliefs regarding education, or epistemic beliefs, have been shown to 
influence satisfaction and interaction in online discussions. Han and Park researched 
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differences in interaction and satisfaction level in online discussion, depending on 
epistemic beliefs. In a comparative study between two courses in “Educational 
Methods and Technology,” students were tested and divided into groups based on 
their epistemic beliefs. Participants were drawn from two sections of the same course 
taught by the same instructor. Section 1 had 10 students; 33 students were registered 
for section 2. Each section was analyzed independently, and the results were 
combined later. Data were collected over a 9–week term and used course 
management system’s built–in discussion features. To measure epistemic belief, the 
researchers used an adapted version of the Attitude Toward Thinking and Learning 
Survey (ATTLS) developed by Galotti and his colleagues (Galotti & Clinchy, 1999). 
The ATTLS is composed of 25 items designed to measure “separate knowing” and 25 
items to measure “connected knowing,” using a 7–point Likert scale. The modified 
version developed by Han and Park consisted of 10 items in each category. Pilot 
testing of the modified ATTLS with 98 students produced a credibility coefficient 
with 10 items for measuring connected knowing of .76, and separate knowing of .71. 
After filling out the survey, students were grouped based on the there highest average 
score into two groups: (a) connected and (b) separate. Han  and Park defined these 
groups as “connected knowing” and “separate knowing.” Connected knowing is a 
perspective for (a) accepting others' opinions, (b) seeing the process of knowing as a 
collaborative one for exchanging opinions with others, and (c) seeing knowledge as 
something formed through interaction with other people. Meanwhile, separate 
knowing means that knowing is objective and separate from understanding, which is 
a traditional academic perspective of epistemology (Han & Park).  
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 Han and Park (2008) then looked at the numbers and types of interaction 
made by the students in each group and analyzed the content of the posting based on 
three aspects: participative, social, and interactive. Table 9 lists the framework,  
Table 9 
Han and Park’s Content Analysis Model 
Analysis framework Definition Index 
Participative Total number of messages and 
statements that individuals or 
groups posted 
Numbers of messages  
Number of statements 
Social Contents that have no direct 
relations with learning contents 
Self–introduction, verbal 
support (praise, 
encouragement), “I felt 
so good....” 
Interactive Exchange messages “In response to the 
message of...” “as I 
mentioned before...” 
  
definitions, and index used. The next stage of Han and Park’s research was to 
measure course satisfaction using the discussions to investigate possible factors 
affecting participation, achievement, and satisfaction in online discussion. The 
satisfaction survey was composed of 10 questions: four questions about the general 
satisfaction with online discussion, and six questions about the usefulness of learning 
activities.  
Findings from this study suggest that learners who believed in connected 
knowing posted more messages in all the participative, social, and interactive 
message types and were more satisfied than did groups with belief in separate 
knowing. The importance of these findings for the current study is that students who 
expected a more connected learning environment participated more and interacted 
more within online discussions. These more connected learners were also more likely 
to show satisfaction with the online discussion and what they had learned. Moreover, 
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both groups—connected knowing and separate knowing—showed more satisfaction 
in the online discussion environments when forming familiarity and interacting with 
other group members. These findings fit with descriptions of university students as 
desiring more connected learning than did past generations (Coates, 2007) and 
needing social interaction. Social interaction and communication, according to 
Coates, is a key for this generation of learners, born between 1976 and 1995; thus, 
learning strategies that incorporate social interaction work well. 
Direct Observations  
According to Paulsen (2002), a learning environment is the place and setting 
where learning occurs; it is not limited to a physical classroom but includes the 
students’ surrounding environment. The characteristics of online teaching and 
learning environments are often different for each student. These characteristics can 
include everything from the surrounding buildings, lighting, physical space, furniture, 
and even the type and frequency of interruptions. Because of these differences, it is 
simpler to focus on the methods of delivery, accessibility, or the content presented in 
the learning application. One way to understand students in the learning environment 
is through direct observation during learning activities. 
Research examining how students use electronic resources during online 
learning frequently is limited. Some studies (Cotton & Gresty, 2006; Knight & 
Forger, 2004; Kovalik & Olsen, 1993) have used the think–aloud observations 
method (an approach with origins in cognitive psychology) as an alternative to the 
more usual questionnaire or focus groups data, but there is little discussion in the 
educational literature about the advantages and disadvantages of this approach. 
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Think-aloud protocols are used to collect students’ reasoning and understandings 
during a learning task and involve observation and recording students during a 
learning activity while asking them to articulate their thoughts, frustrations, and 
strategies as they engage in the activity. The think-aloud protocol is attributed to 
Ericsson and Simon (1993). 
Cotton and Gresty (2006) have used successfully the think-aloud protocol in 
the e–learning environment. The purpose of this study by Cotton and Gresty was to 
investigate how students engaged with an online resource and how using the resource 
might enhance student learning. The Headstart package evaluated in this study was 
aimed at stage 1 nursing students prior to and during their first year of higher 
education. It aimed to offer additional support material and guidance about 
biosciences within a nursing context, to help students acquire the background 
knowledge they will need in order to build a deeper understanding of the subject, and 
to increase student confidence and motivation. In investigating the Headstart resource 
with nursing students, attention was paid to the ways and extent to which students 
developed their knowledge and understanding through the use of the online resource 
(Cotton & Gresty). Cotton and Gresty framed their findings using a conceptual model 
of deep, strategic, and surface approaches to learning defined by Biggs (1999). 
Surface approaches are associated with memorization and a concern with assessment, 
whereas higher–level approaches are associated with synthesis, reflection, and 
application. 
Cotton and Gresty (2006) conducted think-aloud observations of 10 nursing 
degree students while they were engaged in using the online resource. The 
observations included noting the navigational decisions and asking students to 
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articulate their thoughts and frustrations as they used the resource (Cotton & Gresty). 
Videotapes of the observations were transcribed in their entirety. Using qualitative 
data analysis, the researchers identified software themes and categories in an 
interactive learning process. In the last stage of analysis, a series of hypotheses 
regarding the data were developed and tested. These hypotheses included statements 
related to (a) navigational decisions, (b) developing knowledge and understanding, 
and (c) advantages and disadvantages of the resource. When the data were analyzed 
in relation to deep and surface approaches to learning, Cotton and Gresty found that 
students reported a high amount of surface and strategic approaches to learning. 
These included (a) the students looking for quick test answers, or in other words 
assessment over learning, (b) avoidance of difficult sections, and (c) a tendency to 
“flick through” the resource at high speeds in an attempt to gain small pieces of 
assessment relevant information, or “chunks.” These findings suggest that the use of 
online resources promotes the use of lower level learning by its structural nature 
(Cotton & Gresty). This structural nature can be described as the breaking and 
chunking of data into small bites removed from their original context, forcing an 
information delivery model onto the learning process. Noteworthy in this study is the 
fact that without the think-aloud protocol, the presence of surface approaches to 
learning could have been overlooked. Describing learning and student actions using 
the actual words of students yielded results contrary to that of other researchers, most 
notably of Richardson (Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Newby, 2006). 
Although at first glance first-year nursing students appear to be unrelated to 
undergraduate education within this study, the program of instruction took pace in a 
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traditional undergraduate university with first-year students. Thus the participants in 
this program were both first-year undergraduates and first-year nursing students.  
According to the research presented in this section on direct observation, the 
structure of the online learning environment may promote a surface approach to 
learning. This is particularly true in situations where assessment strategies allow 
students to break the information into small “chunks” of information that easily are 
searched and retrieved within the online environment. This finding regarding the 
structure of online learning comes from observation of students engaged in online 
learning activities and was expressed in their own words and actions. Although not all 
studies yield similar findings (Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Newby, 2006), 
how the structure is perceived and its effect on student selection of approach is 
important to this study. 
Summary  
Literature relevant to the current study was presented in this chapter. Models 
of online instruction were presented to provide an introduction to the range of 
instructional models and methods used in online learning. These models reach from 
communities of inquiry or social networking to the delivery of information and 
performance-based instruction. The methods of online instruction are in whole or part 
taken from traditional face-to-face instructional models (Clark & Mayer, 2003). The 
research of Havard et al. (2005) in proposing a model of online dynamic discussion 
and the role of the instructor in structuring, scaffolding, and moderating discussion 
online demonstrates the value of communication and engagement necessary to online 
learning. How students approach group collaboration through online discussion and 
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use benchmarking in online discussion to measure their learning was presented in the 
work of Parry and Dunn (2000). The focus in this literature review on online 
discussion was based on the use of online discussion as a possible replacement for 
traditional face-to-face instructional methods. The current state of online education 
appears to depend heavily on the online discussion for everything from 
communication and collaboration to assessment and evaluation of student 
achievement (Edventures, 2009). The research of Means et al. (2009) and others was 
presented to give a comparative basis to the instructional methods, tools, and 
perceptions of the participants in this study.  
Although descriptions of student perception and action within online learning 
can be found in the literature (Billings, 2000; Campbell et al., 2001; Carnwell, 2000; 
Edventures, 2009; Gijbels, Watering, Dochy, & Bossche, 2005), little is known about 
the way specific factors shape student attitudes, perceptions, and actions with respect 
to online learning beyond the use of asynchronous discussion. The use of multimedia, 
podcasting, wikis, and blogs are just a small example of the tools not investigated 
fully in online education. Qualitative studies of factors influencing students’ 
perceptions and approach to learning during online education may help extend the 
knowledge of effective teaching and learning in this ever–expanding online 
environment. 
 The increasing use of technology focuses attention on the learning outcomes 
that students are experiencing in the online environment. The growing trend in higher 
education toward online classes at one end and mixed online and face–to–face, or 
hybrid, models of instruction at the other end has made higher education look again at 
how students learn (Bonk, 2002; Clark & Mayer, 2003; Crutcher, Corrigan, O’Brien, 
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& Schneider, 2007; Duff, 2003; Edventures, 2009; Ellis & Goodyear, 2010; Gillaini, 
2003). With this increase in technology use has come an expectation on the part of 
students for increased access, course options, and online degree programs (Allen & 
Seaman, 2008). Escalating competition for new students has opened up additional 
avenues for both entry–level and continuing education both online and face–to–face 
(Allen & Seaman). Technologies such as the World Wide Web and increases in 
broadband and computer processing speed now make it possible to deliver interactive 
multimedia lessons to students in diverse locations (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007; 
Weigle, 2002). Online and e–learning have become part of the higher education 
environment, yet little is known of the factors that influence student learning in this 
environment. This  literature review demonstrates the need for research that 
investigates factors that promote student learning during online learning. Perceptions 
of the learner toward their learning and instruction are shown to be relevant to student 
approaches to learning.  
 Based on the literature review, a framework for this study was developed 
based on student approaches to learning (Biggs, 1999; Ellis & Goodyear, 2010; 
Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Price, 2003) and 
was considered in both the data-collection and analysis phases of this study. 
Components of this framework were used to develop research questions, student 
interview guides, and the think–aloud observation protocols used. The next chapter 
contains the methods used for data collection and analysis. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The purpose of this study was to describe students' experiences and 
perceptions of online courses based on student interviews, think-aloud observations, 
and focus group responses. I used qualitative data to describe (a) the characteristics of 
online classes, (b) the positive and negative aspects of online courses as experienced 
by students, (c) what instructors can do to improve the teaching of online courses, and 
(d) how undergraduate students perceive attributes of the online learning environment 
as contributing to or hindering their learning. This study was built on past interview–
based investigations with undergraduate students that identified three primary 
approaches to studying: (a) a deep approach based on understanding of the meaning 
of the course material, (b) a surface approach used to memorize material for the 
purpose of an assessment, and (c) a strategic approach based on obtaining the highest 
possible grade (Biggs, 1979, 1999; Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001; Ellis & 
Goodyear, 2010; Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Marton & Saljo, 
1976; Richardson, 2003, 2005; Richardson & Price, 2003; Richardson & Newby, 
2006). This study used approaches to learning as a framework to describe and 
understand the actions and perceptions of students within the online environment.  
Research (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Edventures, 2009) on the increase in online 
course delivery focuses primarily on access, information delivery, and the technical 
challenges faced by students and institutions: important challenges that surely need to 
be addressed if online education is to be effective. Little is known, however, about the 
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way students describe their perceptions and actions within the online learning 
environment. 
University graduates in the 21st century must demonstrate knowledge of 
human cultures, intellectual and practical skills, personal and social responsibility, 
integrative learning, efficient critical–thinking skills, problem–solving skills, and 
self–directed learning habits to be effective in a global environment (Allen, 2008). 
Biggs (2001), however, has shown that students graduating from college are less 
likely than entering students to study while reflecting on either educational purpose or 
learning strategy; instead, they approach courses as unrelated bits of knowledge and 
memorize facts and procedures. Coates’s (2007) description of the Generation Y 
learner is striking in its resemblance to Biggs’s (2001) description of surface 
approaches to learning. As instructors and institutions continue to expand into the 
online environment, educational options (ranging from Web–based course 
supplements to complete delivery of courses online), student perceptions of online 
instruction and instructional quality continue to be of concern. It is especially 
important to establish students' experiences and perceptions in the delivery formats in 
order to maintain positive learning experiences and make adjustments within the 
learning environment where needed. Students’ perceptions of online education and 
the influence that perception has on student learning are often overlooked. How 
students perceive online instruction and the tools used may prove useful in the design 
of online educational experiences that facilitate student learning. Using the 
framework or lenses of students’ approaches to learning provides this study with a 
reference for understanding and analysis of students’ perceptions and actions within 
the online learning environment. 
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This chapter contains details regarding research design, setting, sample, 
protection of human subjects, and the researcher’s role. Instrumentation, data-
collection procedures, and data analyses also are presented.  
Research Design  
The methodology used in this study was derived primarily from research into 
student learning and the selection of approach, in the tradition of Marton and Sajjo 
(1976), Entwistle and Ramsden (1983), Biggs (1987), Prosser (1999), and Ramsden 
(2002).  Central to this approach is the perspective of the student regarding both the 
process and outcomes of learning and instruction. Qualitative data-collection 
techniques were used to obtain and describe undergraduate student views on online 
instruction, online learning tools, and instructional processes. Three stages of data 
collection were used in this study these were (a) one-on-one open-ended interviews, 
(b) think-aloud observation, and (c) online focus groups. The main data collection 
was student interviews. Data from think-aloud observations and online focus groups 
were used to confirm findings from the interviews. Data were collected between the 
Summer and Fall academic sessions of 2008 at two sites. Figure 4 depicts the three 
stages of data collection and analysis from pilot to completion. 
Participants 
The sample was to be drawn from students enrolled in online classes between 
the Winter 2008 and Summer 2008 academic quarters. Students in the Winter 2008 
and Spring 2008 quarters were to participate in a pilot test of the interview and 
observation methods. Because of constraints on student sample and participation 
rates, the study was extended to include students from the Fall 2008 quarter and from 
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Figure 4. The three stages of collection and analysis of data from pilot to completion. 
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an additional institution with a similar undergraduate population. Nonprobability 
purposeful sampling techniques were used to recruit participants. Purposeful 
sampling is used most often in qualitative research to select individuals who will 
better inform the researcher regarding the current focus of the study (Krathwohl, 
1998). Although the sample size was limited to a small number of individuals, they 
do represent a sufficient number to develop a study.  
The sample consisted of 16 undergraduate students who had completed or 
were enrolled currently in an online course at one of the two universities. Students 
were recruited to participate in one or more of the data-collection methods; these 
were 11 in the interview process, 8 in the think-aloud observations, and 8 in the 
online focus groups: 5 in one group and 3 in the other group. The sample descriptions 
for the final study’s face–to–face interviews, think-aloud observations, and online 
focus groups are given in Table 10. Student participants were mostly in their mid–
20s; 10 were female, and 6 were male. Three students participated in all three data-
collection methods, five students participated in two of the data-collection methods, 
and eight students participated in only one data-collection method.  
All students were drawn from religiously affiliated universities in Northern 
California. Both universities (S1 and S2) are primarily undergraduate universities, 
whereas university 2 (S2) has a more diverse population both in age and ethnicity. 
The graduate populations at both schools were not included in this study. University 1  
(S1) is a medium–size, private university with a student population of approximately 
8,500: about 5,000 undergraduate students and 3,500 graduate students. The 
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Table 10  
Student Sample Descriptions for Interviews, Think–aloud Observations, and Online 
Focus Groups 
Student  
Gend
er Course 
Year in 
School Site Quarter 
Intervie
w 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Focus 
groups Postings 
Student 01 F OMIS17 Sophomore S1 Fall 08 X X   
Student 02 F OMIS17 Sophomore S1 Fall 08 X X   
Student 03 F Sociology 
149 
Junior S1 Summer 08 X X   
Student 04 M OMIS17 Junior S1 Fall 08 X X X 3 
Student 05 F TESP 124  Senior S1 Summer 08 X X   
Student 06 M English 183 Junior S1 Summer 08 X X X 3 
Student 07 M TESP 124  Junior S1 Summer 08 X X   
Student 08 M Sociology 
149 
Junior S1 Summer 08 X    
Student 09 F TESP 124 
English 183  
Senior S1 Summer 08 X X X 8 
Student 10 F OMIS17 Sophomore S1 Fall 08 X    
Student 11 F AE 492 Senior S2 Fall 08 X    
Student 12 M Ethics Unreported S2 Fall 08   X 7 
Student 13 F Business Unreported S2 Fall 08   X 8 
Student 14 M 
Sociology 
149 Junior S1 Summer 08 
  X 8 
Student 15 F English 183 Junior S1 Summer 08   X 1 
Student 16 F 
Sociology 
149 Junior S1 Summer 08 
    X 3 
Note. X indicates participation in the data-collection activity. 
 
undergraduate population has a male to female ratio of 45% to 55%, and about 35% 
of undergraduate students identify themselves as persons of color. Almost 60% of 
undergraduates are from California, with the others coming from throughout the 
United States and more than a dozen foreign countries. Between 65% and 70% of 
undergraduate students receive some form of financial aid: scholarships, grants, or 
loans. University 2 (S2) has an undergraduate population of approximately 5,500 and 
a graduate population of approximately 3,300. The ethnic breakdown for S2 is as 
follows: European American 39%, Asian American 20%, Latino or Hispanic 
American 15%, International 7%, African American 4%, Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander 2%, and Native American 1%, with 11% unidentified. 
Faculty participation in this study was not a requirement. Two of the faculty 
from S1 met with me prior to the start of data collection. The purpose of this meeting 
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was to discuss the upcoming course offerings and the data-collection process. 
Currently, the majority of online course offerings at S1 are within the College of Arts 
and Sciences academic summer programs; the remaining offerings are in the business 
school and the law school. Students in S1 for this study were primarily from the 
College of Arts and Sciences and the School of Business undergraduate programs. 
Students from S2 were drawn from business and nursing. 
Participant Recruitment 
In the Summer of 2003, the College of Arts and Sciences at S1 began offering 
fully online courses for the first time. Participants from S1 were drawn from students 
enrolled in one or more online classes in the Summer 2008 and Fall 2008 academic 
quarters. Students from S2 were drawn from classes taught in the Fall of 2008. 
Classes at S2 were half–session classes that ran for 6 weeks. Students at S2 were 
solicited for participation through the faculty teaching the courses; S1 students were 
recruited through the School of Arts and Sciences Dean’s Office for Summer 2008 
sessions and through the faculty teaching the OMIS 17 course in the Fall of 2008. In 
all cases, an electronic mail (e–mail) invitation was sent to students requesting their 
participation. During participant recruitment, over 250 students from SI and over 40 
students from S2 were invited to participate in one-on-one interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups. Students willing to participate were directed to 
one of three websites hosted by S1. These sites collected the student’s contact 
information, institution, and level of participation willingness. In this case, “level of 
participation willingness” would determine whether the participant took part in (a) an 
interview, (b) think-aloud observation, (c) an online focus group, or (d) a combination 
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of a, b, and c. Students from S1 were contacted by the trained research assistant; I 
contacted students from S2 and arranged for their participation in the study.  
Protection of Human Subjects 
  Before the start of this study, approval for the use of human subjects was 
obtained from the University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 
the Protection of Human Subjects. Additional approval was obtained from the 
institutions where the study took place. Research for this study conformed to the 
ethics and standards of the American Psychological Association (2002). All 
participants signed an informed consent form either in person or, in the case of the 
online discussion, electronically. 
 All participants were informed of the purpose of the study in an initial 
electronic-mail message (e–mail) that described the study and requested participation. 
The time commitment and informed consent forms were sent via e–mail prior to 
interviews and observation. At the time of the initial interview, informed consent 
(Appendix C) was signed, and any questions were answered. Students were informed 
that their participation was voluntary and would not affect their course grade or any 
standing at the university. In addition, participants were told that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time without penalty. Anonymity was protected. Interviews and 
think-aloud observations were recorded using a digital recorder with the permission 
of the participants. Because the researcher is an active member of the faculty at S1, a 
trained research assistant conducted student interviews and think-aloud observations 
with participants from S1. Audio files were copied to a computer for transcription and 
coding. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym for data collection and analysis. 
Data were stored in password encrypted electronic files for protection and held by the 
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researcher. After transcription of the interviews and think-aloud observations, 
participants were sent a copy for member review. The research assistant also 
reviewed transcripts prior to analysis, and added any comments or notes where they 
might help in understanding and clarification. Upon return of the documents, names 
and identifying remarks were removed, and the original recordings were destroyed.  
 Participants selected for the study were entered in a drawing for a 160 GB 
iPod classic©. Participants selected during the second round of interviews, 
observations, and online focus groups received an additional incentive of a $20 
Starbucks gift card. Each student participant was entered in the drawing up to three 
times, depending on level of participation (e.g., interview and observation would give 
the student two entries). Participation was voluntary, and all students were informed 
of their option to withdraw at any time during the study. Because of changes and 
additions to the study, two drawings were held for an iPod classic©, and two were 
awarded to students. 
 The use of online focus group presented unique problems regarding the 
protection of human subjects. The online focus groups were conducted through S1’s 
Angel®  Course Management System (CMS) . Additional instructions were provided 
to students in this system to minimize the risks to human subjects (Appendix C). The 
CMS also was used to send instructions for postings and participation in the online 
focus groups. 
 S1’s CMS allowed for postings in discussion forums to be designated 
“anonymous by choice,” “no anonymous postings,” or “anonymous only.” This last 
option of “anonymous only” postings was used. Customization of the interface 
allowed only the researcher to have access to listings of students’ names and e–mail 
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addresses. Discussion postings were forced to “anonymous only”; this method 
allowed the research assistant to link responses to individual students without 
allowing students to link responses to individuals or e–mail addresses. The trained 
research assistant provided an electronic document of all discussions with student 
names changed to numbers so that I was not able to identify respondents. By 
assigning an identification number, individual response patterns and themes were 
matched, giving a picture of the individual without identifying him or her. Students 
were allowed to stop the process at any time without penalty and to withdraw from 
the study if they desired.  
Procedures for Data Collection 
In this section, I address the recruitment of participants for each of the data-
collection methods used, training of the research assistant, and the guidelines used in 
the data collection.  
The following data-collection methods were used in this study: one-on-one 
interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus groups. Interviews were the 
main source of qualitative data for this study. Think-aloud observations and online 
focus groups served to confirm data from the interviews. Because I am an instructor 
at one of the universities where participants were recruited, a research assistant was 
used to conduct the interviews and think-aloud observations at S1. The research 
assistant for this study was a junior undergraduate student in the Psychology and 
Education program at S1. The use of an undergraduate student as a research assistant 
is further discussed in chapter V. The research assistant assisted in responding and 
tracking participants in the online focus groups.  
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One-On-One Open-Ended Interviews 
Prior to the start of the interview process, the research assistant was trained in 
interview techniques that enable ideas and words used by students’ to be understood 
in context. Training was conducted by the researcher and consisted of sample 
interviews, review of notes, analysis and suggestions for follow-up questions. 
Training and evaluation of the research assistants’ collection methods and results was 
ongoing thought data collection. During evaluation and training, importance was paid 
to the unwrapping of meanings expressed in the language and phrases used by 
participants. For example the phrase “multimedia learning” may have different 
meanings for two different students. One student may define multimedia learning as 
the use of audio, video, and podcasts, whereas another student might mean interactive 
simulations. The hope was that a semistructured one-on-one interview would allow 
me and the research assistant to clarify and identify the students intended meanings.  
The first stage of collection consisted of open-ended questions presented in in-
depth one-on-one interviews with students. The trained research assistant or the 
researcher conducted each interview in a closed meeting room in the university 
library or the researcher’s office. Interviews lasted between 30 and 40 minutes and 
were digitally audio recorded to Secure Digital (SD) memory cards and fully 
transcribed for the purpose of analysis. An interview protocol was developed 
consisting of a series of open-ended questions.  The protocol and questions were 
designed to begin conversation and allow participants to reflect on what they were 
learning, their conceptions of learning, and how they went about their learning 
(approaches to learning).  
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Questions used for the interviews were designed to serve multiples purposes. 
First questions were designed to gain specific information related to research 
questions. The second function of the interview questions was to serve as a script or 
starting point for the research assistant to build from.  For example, research question 
two asked, “What perceptions do students hold regarding attributes of online 
learning?” During the interview process, 11 students were asked to describe the way 
the class worked, what they typically did, the assignments, and the presentation of 
information (see Appendix D). Additional questions asked students to describe the 
way they prepared for exams, what worked or did not work for their learning, and 
reasons for taking an online class and to describe how learning takes place for them in 
the class. Within the answers to these questions, the interviewer was able to identify 
responses related to the studies research questions and have the participant expand on 
ideas and concepts. Open-ended questions provided the interviewer an opportunity to 
clarify meaning and relate responses to developing themes in the interviews.  
Think-aloud Observations 
After completion of the interviews, students were asked to participate further 
by taking part in a think-aloud observation. Eight think-aloud observations were 
conducted in the Summer of 2008 (Appendix E): each taking place in private study 
rooms within the library at S1 and following a format similar to think-aloud 
observations done for usability testing. Of the three students who participated in the 
interviews and did not participate in a think-aloud observation, two did not participate 
because their class had just ended, and one elected not to participate because of time 
constraints (see Table 10).  
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 The purpose of the think-aloud observations was to observe students 
interacting with the tools and technologies used in online instruction and relate 
participants’ experiences back to the interviews. By asking questions and observing 
the students engaging in the online instructional process, it was hoped to observe how 
the tools were used, preferences for particular tools or technologies, and how the tools 
may help or hinder student learning All think-aloud observations were audio recorded 
digitally to Secure Digital (SD) media cards and transcribed for further analysis. 
think-aloud observations required participants to say what they saw, what they were 
thinking, and what they were doing as they experienced a component of an education 
program or task (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). During the think-aloud observations, 
students were asked to perform a learning task and to “talk” through what they were 
doing and why they were doing it and to describe their reactions. Think-aloud 
observations lasted between 20 and 30 minutes depending on the task selected by the 
participant. This technique helped to elicit participants’ subjective views of 
educational activities and yielded insights that especially were helpful in 
understanding undergraduates’ perceptions of online evaluations. The interactive 
nature of the think-aloud observations provided opportunities to observe subjective 
reactions as well as to encourage the participant to elaborate for deeper 
understanding.  
Eight students initially chose to do discussion postings, two students chose 
online simulation-based examinations, one student chose a discussion forum essay 
examination, and one conducted online research. When participants completed the 
initial task, they were asked to switch to a general overview and demonstration of the 
course and course requirements. The interviewer was instructed to ask questions such 
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as “what are you learning about, what are you thinking when you try that, can you 
describe what you are doing, or what is the function of this assignment?  
Online Focus Groups 
The final stage of data collection consisted of online focus groups. Initially 
face-to-face groups were scheduled; however, even though there were commitments 
from participants, the in-person focus groups were not attended. The purpose of the 
focus groups was to allow conversation between participants and researchers in an 
effort to clarify and define themes recognized in the interviews and think-aloud 
observations. It was hoped also that focus groups would provide a place to propose 
concepts and ideas mentioned by one group of students to another set thus allowing a 
comparison of perspectives. One topic of comparison was the need for faculty 
engagement and the perceptions of communication that were developing in the 
interview process.  
Students from both universities were invited to participate in online focus 
groups. Two processes were used to invite participation in the online focus groups. 
The first was to ask for further participation at the end of the interview or the think-
aloud observation. The second was through an e-mail sent to all online students 
explaining the study and the process and requesting participation. The request for 
participation e-mail was sent from the Dean’s office in the case of S1. E-mail requests 
for participation were forwarded through individual instructors at S2. Students 
agreeing to participate in the online focus group were first directed to a webpage 
containing informed consent information. Students were asked to fill out a form with 
basic contact information and check a box designating consent. After submitting the 
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informed consent form, students were directed to a webpage with instructions for 
joining the online focus group. Two online focus groups were conducted. The first 
online focus group consisted of three participants; the second consisted of five 
participants. All online focus groups were conducted through S1’s Angel® course 
management system in the form of an online discussion.  Students were asked to 
participate over the course of 96 hours. The following process was recommended for 
participation and included in a set of online instructions: (a) read and respond to the 
set of questions regarding online learning, (b) after 24 hours respond to comments 
and questions posted by the researcher and other participants, (c) repeat step b after 
an additional 24 hours, and (d) on the last day answer any questions and add any 
additional comments if desired.  
The questions used to begin the online focus groups were the same questions 
used in the open-ended interview process. The selection of these questions was in part 
to add consistency to the data and in part because few of the students participating in 
the online focus groups had participated in the interview or think-aloud process (see 
Table 10). Overall eight students participated in the online focus groups, three 
students had participated in the interview and think-aloud process, with five students 
new to the study. Table 10 provides a list of the students and their level of 
participation in interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus groups 
including the number of postings made. None of the students in the online focus 
group completed the process as instructed; most responded to the initial set of 
questions without responding to follow–up questions or the responses of other 
students. This failure may have been due in part to a perception by students that the 
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Course Management System (CMS) used to create the group did not provide the kind 
of anonymity that I had imposed.  
The Pilot Study 
 This section contains the details of the pilot study. In the Winter of 2008, I 
conducted a small pilot study. This pilot study consisted of two student interviews 
and two students’ think-aloud observations. The intent of the pilot was to assess 
whether the interview and observational protocols would allow for the identification 
of themes, patterns, and perceptions of students engaged in online learning. Both 
students participating in this pilot study were enrolled in the online course, 
Organization and Management of Information Systems (OMIS) 17: Introduction to 
Business Computing. OMIS 17 was the only undergraduate course taught during the 
time of the pilot study, and I was the instructor. 
The pilot study data collection consisted of face–to–face interviews and think–
aloud observations. A trained undergraduate student was selected to act as a research 
assistant. The research assistant (RA) conducted the interviews and think-aloud 
observations. Training the RA consisted of two sessions where I instructed in 
interview and think-aloud observation methods, two practice sessions where the 
assistant was observed conducting the interviews with student volunteers while I 
provided feedback and suggestions. Following the interviews and think-aloud 
observations, the RA and I discussed the results and reviewed the data together in an 
attempt to improve the process. The practice session and pilot-study information was 
not used in the final study. Interviews were a combination of open–ended questions 
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and informal conversational interviewing, depending on the information that came 
out during the process.  
After reviewing the interviews and think-aloud observation data from the pilot 
study, I decided that I needed to revise the eight questions to allow the students more 
room to expand on their answers (see Appendix D and E). Revision of the protocols 
consisted of the inclusion of scripted follow–up questions and prompts to be used 
during the think-aloud observations. The expansion of the questions and the addition 
of scripted follow-up questions were needed in part because of the use a student RA 
in conducting the interviews and think-aloud observations.  Based of the experience 
of the pilot study, I determined that training and evaluation of the RA would be a 
continual process thought the study.  
Research Questions 
 The literature on instructional technology, online learning, and online 
education focuses on three main themes in the online education environment: (a) 
online instruction as a way to broaden student engagement with the learning, (b) the 
use of technology as a way to deliver course content and information in an 
information–delivery model, and (c) the use of online education as a means of 
extending the reach of the traditional classroom to underserved “clients” of the 
educational institution (Clark & Mayer, 2003; Weigel, 2002). But how students or 
instructors view the benefits or disadvantages of online tools is often overlooked. I 
sought to examine the perceptions that students have of the online learning 
environment and asked the following research questions: 
1. What are the student perceptions of online learning? 
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2. What perceptions do students hold regarding attributes of online learning? 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online instruction? Are 
these tools perceived by students to promote or hinder learning? 
4. What can be learned about student approaches to learning from students’ 
perception and use of online tools? 
Data-analysis Procedures 
At the completion of each interview and think-aloud observation, the digital 
audio recordings were sent for transcription. The transcriptions were sent back to 
each participant to ensure accuracy and allow for comments. Only one interview 
came back with corrections or comments. After this review by participants, the 
transcriptions were compared again with the original recordings. The RA prior to 
analysis removed all names and other identifying comments from the transcripts. 
Online focus groups data received a similar treatment, except for the participant 
review. All names of students were replaced with a student number. Interviews and 
think-aloud observation transcripts received an additional review from the RA. This 
additional review allowed for notes and comments to be added where they added 
clarification. All data were coded with the number that was used to identify students.  
The researcher and two independent judges, both instructors with online 
teaching experience, conducted the initial coding of the data using HyperResearch©. 
The coding took place in five stages, each stage or combination of stages was 
designed to address a different research question: (a) identification of tools used, (b) 
addition of a perception code, (c) identification of approach to learning, (d) 
identification of students’ comments relationship to study’s research questions, and 
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(e) identification of major themes. Table 11 provides a listing of stages and associated 
research questions.  
Table 11  
Stages of Data Coding and Interpretation 
Stage Research Questions Addressed 
A Identification of tools 
used 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online 
instruction? Are these tools perceived by students to promote 
or hinder learning? 
B Addition of a perception 
code 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online 
instruction? Are these tools perceived by students to promote 
or hinder learning? 
C Identification of approach 
to learning 
4. What can be learned about student approaches to learning 
from students’ perception and use of online tools? 
D Identification of students’ 
comments relationship to 
study’s research questions 
  
  
  
1. What are the student perceptions of online learning? 
2. What perceptions do students hold regarding attributes of 
online learning? 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online 
instruction? Are these tools perceived by students to promote 
or hinder learning? 
4. What can be learned about student approaches to learning 
from students’ perception and use of online tools? 
E Identification of major 
themes 
  
  
    
1. What are the student perceptions of online learning? 
2. What perceptions do students hold regarding attributes of 
online learning? 
3. What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online 
instruction? Are these tools perceived by students to promote 
or hinder learning? 
4. What can be learned about student approaches to learning 
from students’ perception and use of online tools? 
 
At each stage, a consensus on terms and coding was reached between the 
researcher, research assistant, and the independent judges. In most cases, differences 
in coding were a matter of semantic understanding, and mutual terms and definitions 
were worked out; when this process proved to be impossible, all codes were left in the 
data and flagged. The process of coding by multiple coders is perhaps the greatest 
advantage I found to using HyperRESEARCH®, as it allowed for the direct 
comparison of coded data. The coding of categories and themes was based on the 
statements of the participants.  
  
90 
The first level of analysis was to review interviews, observations, and online 
focus groups data for specific mention of the tools used in online instruction. The list 
of tools mentioned then was compared with a compiled list of available tools within 
the most popular course management systems (CMS) used in online instruction. The 
comparison list of tools was based on documents from CMS software and online 
education service providers. CMS software providers included Angel® 7.3, 
Blackboard®  6.1, WebCT®, Eres®, Desire2Learn®  8.3, TeleTOP Virtual Learning 
Environment®, eCollege®, and Moodle®  1.6.1 (Appendix B). Each instance or 
mention of a specific tool was coded in HyperRESEARCH©, which allowed for a 
frequency count across course and subjects. CMS platforms used by the universities 
in the study were limited to Blackboad® (S2) and Angel® (S1).  
The next step was to code the data based on students’ perceptions. Perceptions 
were taken directly from the interviews and observations. For example, if a student 
commented that group work made him or her frustrated or confused, a perception 
code of “frustrated” and a perception code of “confused” was attached to the text of 
the transcript. In the instance of “group work,” two additional codes were added: one 
for the mention of group work and another for the tool used. Coding for tool 
perceptions and the type of activity allowed a list of perceptions, related student 
comments and quotations, tools used, and activities to be generated at the end of the 
coding process. As data were recorded and analyzed, themes began to emerge from 
the data. These themes were then attached in HyperRESEARCH® to comments and 
quotations in the data. By attaching a theme marker to students’ comments, I was able 
to generate a listing of themes and related comments by student (i.e., all comments 
related to communication ordered by student). 
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The third step in coding the data was to identify statements from students 
related to level of approach to learning, when present. Students’ comments for 
approach to learning were based on the work of Marton and Saljo (1976). Using 
interview data collected from two groups of college students, Marton and Saljo 
(1976) suggested differences in what was first described as levels of processing. 
These differences are what they termed “surface approach” and “deep approach.” In 
surface–level processing, the student directs attention toward learning for 
reproduction, using a more rote learning strategy or memorization. Deep–level 
processing was directed toward the internal content of material, the researchers’ 
indented meaning, and the material’s larger significance. The levels of processing 
were later used to define an approach to learning, with deep–level and surface–level 
processing used to define deep approach and surface approach to learning, 
respectively. Biggs (1999) and others later added an approach called “strategic.” The 
strategic approach is based on obtaining the highest possible grade (Biggs, 1976, 
1999; Entwistle, 1981; Marton & Saljo, 1976).  
Data were analyzed using a framework based on student approach to learning. 
Entwistle and Smith (2002) described an approach to learning as a function of both 
student characteristics and educational environment; the former includes the 
combination of past knowledge, expectations, ability, and values that students bring 
to the learning experience, whereas the latter consists of teaching methods, instructor 
attitudes, methods of assessment, content, and course structure. When combined, 
student characteristics and educational environment produce three approaches to 
learning, called “surface,” “strategic,” and “deep” (Biggs, 1976, 1987; Entwistle, 
1981; Marton & Saljo, 1976). By using a conceptual framework derived from student 
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approaches to learning, a rich and descriptive picture of student learning was 
achieved. This study based its data analysis on the framework established by Marton 
and Saljo (1976) and described in detail by Entwistle and Ramsden (1983). Figure 5 
is a representation of this framework and its application within this study, describing 
how learning environment, motivations, expectations, and methodology influence 
student perspectives and perceptions. These factors are assumed to affect one’s 
approach to learning, allowing the approach to become a way of understanding 
student learning in the online environment. The key concern was to understand the 
students’ perspectives of learning within the online course.  
 
 
Figure 5. Framework for understanding and interpreting data. 
The fourth stage in the analysis was to examine the data in relation to the 
study’s research questions, taking into account key concepts, themes, and supporting 
data. At this point, I went back to the literature on online learning in an attempt to 
compare themes and supporting data with past research. In going back to the 
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literature, I hoped to link this study to past research and provide consistency in the 
terms and definitions of concepts and themes used in past studies. 
In the fifth stage of the analysis, all the coded perceptions, tools, themes and 
approaches were reviewed has a single unit. HyperRESEARCH© allowed me to run a 
series of reports on the data collected. For example, I was able to extract all 
comments by participant related to communication, sorted by perception, theme, or 
approach. Establishing links in the data between themes, individual tools, perceptions, 
and approach aided in develop meaning from students’ comments, answers to 
questions, and think-aloud observation data. 
The student interviews and think-aloud observations were the primary data used in 
this qualitative study of students’ perceptions of the online learning environment.  
Figure 6 depicts the collection and analysis flow use.
 
Figure 6. Flow of data-collection and analysis used in study. 
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Researcher’s Role 
The investigator is a member of the faculty at the university where the study 
was conducted. I have been involved in university instruction for 11 years. During 
those 11 years, I have taught in the Master’s of Education Technology program, the 
Sociology Department, and the Organization and Management of Information 
Systems (OMIS) Department. As a lecturer in the School of Business, I teach 
business computing and summer classes on the role of technology in society. In 
addition to teaching, I served in the role of Instructional Technology Resource 
Specialist (ITRS) for 10 years. In the role of ITRS, I assisted faculty across the 
disciplines to implement new and innovative uses of technology into the university 
curriculum. I was instrumental in developing the program of online summer 
instruction in the College of Arts and Sciences and am the first instructor to teach a 
fully online undergraduate course outside the Summer Online program. 
My role in implementing and supporting faculty use of online instruction gave 
me a unique perspective on this study both from a pedagogical standpoint and a 
technological one. In addition to an overall understanding of online instruction, I have 
had numerous opportunities to implement tools specific to online and hybrid 
instruction. In the role of online instructor, I have seen many changes in the methods 
and use of online education. Most of these changes appear to come from increases in 
technology efficiency. Bandwidth increases and processing speed now make it 
possible to deliver rich and interactive environments that go beyond the traditional 
confines of the face–to–face classroom. The promotion of constructive learning is the 
focus of my interest within this study. One of the driving factors in my decision to do 
this study has been conversation with faculty and students involved in online 
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learning. In these conversations, it became apparent that what faculty perceived as 
helpful to online learning was perceived as ineffective by students. This disparity 
between faculty and student perceptions is not just a result of familiarity with 
technology but of the unintended uses of technology. In my SOCI 149 course, I stress 
this unintended use of technology with my students. Faculty and information 
technology (IT) departments within education environments are often behind the 
curve in the use of technology. The use of social networking or instant messaging is a 
prime example of how IT departments put restrictions on learning because of a lack 
of understanding student perception and use. 
As a researcher, I come to this study with the perspective that how students 
approach learning during online instruction may be influenced by their perceptions of 
the online environment. Students’ perceptions of learning may be affected by the way 
the tools are implemented and their diverse experiences during online educational 
experiences. Things as yet not understood by faculty also may affect use and 
perceptions. These perceptions then may affect the quality and methods used by the 
students. 
Qualitative findings of student perceptions and use of online instruction are 
limited in the literature. It is my belief that developing a better understanding of 
students’ actions and perceptions during the learning process may assist faculty in 
becoming better teachers. An additional benefit may be a deeper understanding of 
how to use components of online instruction in the promotion of student learning. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 
RESULTS 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore undergraduate students’ perceptions 
of the online learning environment and online education tools and how these 
perceptions facilitate learning. Sixteen undergraduate students who were enrolled in 
or recently had completed an online course for credit at one of two universities 
participated in this study; of these students, 11 participated in an interview process, 8 
in think-aloud observations, and 8 in online focus groups. Data were collected in one–
on–one interviews, think–aloud observations, and online focus groups. Results are 
presented in this chapter by research question and by what was learned in each of the 
data-collection methods. Throughout this chapter, I attempt to give voice to the 
participants’ perceptions; in addition, I highlight some of the conflicts that arise 
between expectations, tools, and individuals in the online learning environment. 
Research Question One  
 The first research question of this study: “What are the student perceptions of 
online learning?” Participants’ positive and negative perceptions are listed in Table 
12 along with the frequency of responses by participants. The major themes regarding 
student perceptions of online learning included (a) communication, (b) flexibility and 
convenience, and (c) organization.  
 Reading across Table 12 each perception with a summary of responses can be 
reviewed, for example, “communication with faculty” was perceived by participants 
to be necessary for their success when engaged in online learning, being mentioned in 
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Table 12 
Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions of Online Learning from Qualitative Analysis, 
Positive and Negative Responses for Interviews, Think-aloud Observations,  
and Online Focus Groups 
    Frequency of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11 n=8 n=8 
Communication       
Communication between faculty and student    
Positive Open and consistent communication with faculty is key to student 
success in online courses. 
11 3 0 
Negative Communication is lacking. 11 8 8 
 A big disadvantage of the online class was the lack of “face time.” 11 4 8 
Student–to–student communication    
Positive Communication between students is an integral part of the learning 
process online. 
6 0 0 
      Cooperative assignments allowed students to exchange ideas and 
interact with each other. 
3 2 2 
Negative Communication between students is missing or lacking. 4 4 5 
 Cooperative assignments allowed students to disengage in the learning 
process. 
5 4 1 
 Student relied more on their own resources than on communication 
and conversation. 
7 4 0 
Online Discussion    
Positive Discussion forums are helpful in building community, understanding, 
and encouragement. 4 0 1 
 Discussion forums for assignments provided interaction and useful 
feedback from the professor. 4 1 0 
Negative Discussion forums do not have the same affect on learning as personal 
one–on–one interaction. 
9 3 1 
 Faculty were not present in discussion forums. 8 0 2 
 Discussion forums for assignments lacked interaction and feedback 
from the professor. 4 3 1 
Student engagement with faculty    
Positive Students state that they are engaged in the learning process with the 
faculty. 
3 0 0 
Negative Students do not know what the instructor’s expectations are, or are not 
engaged with faculty in the learning process. 
4 3 2 
 Did not know what the instructor was thinking or how faculty was 
interpreting student assignments. 
11 4 7 
Level of faculty instructional feedback    
Positive The instructor is present in the conversation and cares about the 
student. 
4 3 0 
Negative Level of individual feedback is less than in a traditional face–to–face 
class. 
8 0 3 
Written directions or instructions    
Positive Faculty used written instructions that are clear and easy to understand. 4 1 1 
 Written direction or written instruction was useful as there was little 
opportunity for feedback and follow–up. 
3 0 0 
Negative Directions were hard to understand, with little opportunity for follow–
up and clarification. 
3 0 0 
Flexibility and convenience    
Positive Students elected to take course because of flexibility and convenience.  11 1 7 
Negative Online classes are easier and less academically rigorous than 
traditional classroom courses.  
3 3 2 
Organization    
Course and faculty organization    
Positive Easy to follow interface and design; "know what’s coming up, you can 
budget your time."  
 Faculty used the CMS to provide structure to the course.  
8 2 4 
Negative Lack of coherent structure; all course material in one folder or list.  
 Organization is inconsistent and hard to follow. 
 Students did not understand the structure or purpose of a specific tool 
course element. 
  Faculty lack of technology understanding. 
7 2 4 
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all 11 interviews and 3 of the think-aloud observations but not in the online focus 
groups. Notwithstanding the perception of communication as necessary for success, 
all participants in each method of data collection found that communication with the 
instructor or with faculty was lacking. In another example, on the topic of instructor 
feedback, only four of the interviews and three of the think-aloud observations found 
that the instructor was present in the conversation and cared about student learning. 
The view that the faculty was present in the conversation is contrasted with eight 
participant interviews and three online focus group participants mentioning that the 
level of feedback and engagement with a concerned instructor was less than in a 
traditional face–to–face class setting. Each of the perceptions listed in Table 12 is 
presented in this section with supporting data from interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups. The contents of Table 12 are reintroduced as 
smaller tables within each of the subsections. These smaller tables present frequency 
and the percent of response represented for each data-collection method. Numbers of 
responses are given in the body of the text and presentation of the finings. 
Communication 
Communication was the most dominate of all themes across all data-collection 
methods and was relevant to all four of the research questions. In interviews, think-
aloud observations, and online focus groups, perceptions of online communication 
were found to have six major subthemes: (a) faculty-to-student and student-to-student 
communications, (b) self–reliance, self-regulation, and independence, (c) online 
discussions, (d) student engagement with faculty, (e) level of faculty instructional 
feedback, and (f) written directions or instructions.  Although online discussions and 
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written directions or instructions may appear to be more tools than methods of 
communication, the text-based nature of the classes in this study were influenced by 
participants’ perceptions of their implementations. Electronic-mail (e-mail) and 
Instant Messaging (IM) are presented under the section on written instruction. Of 
these subthemes, all participants made positive comments regarding the value of 
communication with faculty, and all participants made negative comments for student 
communication. Level of feedback had the least percentage of positive statements of 
all subthemes.  
Communication between Faculty and Students 
 The perceptions related to communication between faculty and students are 
listed in Table 13. Reading across Table 13 the percentage of positive and negative 
perceptions related to faculty-to-student communications in interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and focus groups can be seen.  
Table 13 
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of  
Faculty-to-Student Communications 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11 n=8 n=8 
Communication       
   Communication between faculty and students    
Positive Open and consistent communication with faculty is key to student 
success in online courses. 
100% 38% 0% 
Negative Communication is lacking. 100% 100% 100% 
  A big disadvantage of the online class was the lack of “face time.” 100% 50% 100% 
 
In each of the 11 interviews, participants expressed the view that faculty–to-
student communications must be open and consistent because communications are 
necessary for student success. Although participants did not state directly the need for 
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communication when asked what the main disadvantage of online instruction was for 
their learning, all interviewees cited student–faculty communication issues. Student 
03 expressed the common view that the online format separates faculty from students: 
One of the disadvantages is that I think the teacher doesn’t have a good idea 
of how well his students are understanding the information because he has no 
face–to–face interaction with them. Student 03, interview 
 
Student 03’s comment also represents a common perception of the difference 
between standard face–to–face instruction and online courses: that online learning 
lacks instructor communication and direction. 
Disadvantages are definitely like communication issues… I had never taken 
an online class before, so just experiencing not sitting in class and learning 
from a lecture, literally like I just learn from reading the assigned readings that 
she assigns. There’s no talk, there’s no stories to display what we’re learning. 
So I found that that could make it really hard. Concepts can be like, you know 
when you like read it in a book and then you go listen to lecture, you’re like, 
“oh, I get it!” but you don’t have that. You just read it, and you’re like, ok, 
now I need to somehow figure out how to understand it. Student 05, interview 
 
 Think-aloud observations and online focus groups supported the view that 
faculty often lacked understanding of student needs or were not present in the class 
due to difficulty with, or a general lack of, communication. During student 05’s think-
aloud observation, she described the feeling that she is “alone” in the learning, 
lacking focus and direction from the instructor: 
Yeah. And also just to kind of stimulate you about what you’re going to read. 
I feel like I’m kind of going into the readings and I’m like, ok, I know the 
topic for this section is love, or the topic is sex and sexuality, but there’s not 
focus, like “oh, this time we’re going to be learning about these and focus on 
these things,” you know what I mean, like what teachers would do? Student 
05, think-aloud observation 
 
The view of being alone and without focus or direction came through in the online 
focus groups. Students 04’s comment is typical of the isolation participants 
expressed: 
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Easy to get behind, hard to teach yourself, can get confused easily and your 
questions are hard to get answered. Student 04, online focus group 
Communication between Students 
Perceptions related to communication between students are listed in Table 14. 
Table 14 presents the percentage of positive and negative perceptions related to 
student-to-student communications in interviews, think-aloud observations, and 
online focus groups. 
Table 14  
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of Student-to-Student 
Communications 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11 n=8 n=8 
Student–to–student communication    
Positive Communication between students is an integral part of the 
learning process online. 
55% 0% 0% 
 Cooperative assignments allowed students to exchange ideas 
and interact with each other. 
27% 25% 25% 
 Negative Communication between students is missing or lacking. 36% 50% 63% 
 Cooperative assignments allowed students to disengage in the 
learning process. 
45% 50% 13% 
 Student relied more on their own resources than on 
communication and conversation. 
64% 50% 0% 
 
 Students stated that student–to–student discussions through the use of 
electronic mail (e–mail) and discussion boards were part of the online learning 
experience. In six separate interviews, participants mentioned positive aspects of 
communicating with their peers; the types of communications discussed included 
sharing ideas and concepts, group projects, general support, or encouragement. 
Student 03 expressed a common perception that interaction and communication 
online is more robust between students than between students and faculty: 
You can still have discussions with your classmates online, so you don’t miss 
out on that aspect quite as much as you would [in a face–to–face class]. 
Brackets added. Student 03, interview 
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In the six interviews where positive student–to–student communication was 
mentioned, clarification and understanding of the course material were the reasons 
given for communication. Clarification often was done not out of students’ desire to 
help each other but because of lack of communication with faculty. Student 06 
described the communication between students and the frustration with faculty 
communication: 
We can ask each other questions, but it doesn’t help without the teacher to be 
there. She will post maybe once every while, but she doesn’t really clarify too 
much, and I think if we were able to talk to her in person, we might get more 
questions answered. Student 06, interview 
 
Negative perceptions of student–to–student to communication in data-
collection methods were present when students were required to interact for projects 
or learning activities. Students in interviews made it clear that communication for 
group activities was problematic. Negative perceptions of student–to–student 
communication in online courses included response time, quality, and lack of 
technology implementations. Frustrations with response time between students 
existed where students had different work or life schedules. Student 06 commented 
on the frantic nature of online communication and trying to establish a relationship 
with other students: 
Because it’s just really hard to collaborate when everyone is everywhere, and 
people have really different schedules, especially in the summer, so 
everyone’s kind of frantic. Student 06, interview 
 
Students’ frustrations with a lack of response when communicating was present in 
others’ interview comments. In some cases, participants’ expressed a belief that “the 
same people” do not respond in part because of a lack of consequences. When 
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students “know the group will get the grade,” they “do not do the work” – relying on 
others to do it for them because “we never see them.” 
It was also difficult to get the whole group to do their work because we never 
met in person either, and then people wouldn’t check their e-mails or respond 
to phone calls or text messages. It was always the same people. Student 09, 
interview 
             
Online collaborative group assignments using online discussion forums, 
electronic mail (e–mail), and tools such as wiki and blogs were given in all but one of 
the courses participating in this study. Participants’ perception of collaboration or 
group work online was mixed, with seven interview participants stating that although 
they learned best when collaborating with others and that they were “learning the 
most from having to complete the assignments with my assigned group,” assignments 
that relied on discussion boards or e–mail for collaboration were of little or no value. 
The value of online discussion was in the views, opinions, and interpretations of other 
students: 
I guess discussing with the other students is helping me see how other people 
interpret the instruction, and that’s kind of refreshing. Because instead of 
being told exactly what to do, we have to interpret. Student 06, interview 
 
For the interview participants, a lack of value came from the nature of online 
learning as self–regulated and independent, with each student setting his or her own 
time. Participants’ expectations of time, their different work schedules, and the need 
for communication resulted in a logistical nightmare for four of the interview 
participants, who became frustrated when student–to–student communications broke 
down or, worse, were absent completely: 
It was also difficult to get the whole group to do their work, because we never 
met in person either, and then people wouldn’t check their e–mails or respond 
to phone calls or text messages. Student 07, interview 
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The lack of communication and the fact that these online students did not “see each 
other” and were alone in the learning experience were cited as reasons for their 
frustration with collaborative assignments.  
Because it’s hard enough to make a document with a group, with a number of 
people, but then when you add the fact that you never see each other or talk to 
each other, it makes it even harder. Student 05, interview 
 
The frantic nature of student–to–student communication was confirmed in 
Student 05’s think-aloud observation, when Student 05 was trying to schedule the 
coordination of group work. The assignment for Student 05’s class was for the group 
to produce a single document on a given topic, “Theology and Marriage.” The group 
had decided to assign sections of the document to individual members and to elect a 
“secretary” to assemble and unify the parts. 
She’s [the secretary] kind of crazy.… She’ll set a deadline, ok like Friday at 9 
am, but really she wants it Thursday sometime. She just sets it like that…. So 
that was fine, but she’s been so crazy. She’s like, “I mean, if you guys have it 
early, send it to me, because I’ll post it early! I have no problem posting it 
early!” And I’m like, ok, calm down. Student 05, think-aloud observation 
 
In think-aloud observations and interviews, there was little mention of 
collaboration or collaborative assignments. Only one participant made statements that 
supported the view of collaboration as frustrating due to the constraints of the 
technology. In the online focus groups, participants confirmed the view that 
collaborating with fellow students has value:  
I'm learning the most from having to complete the assignments with my 
assigned group because we really need to have read the material to 
successfully and promptly complete the work. Student 09, online focus group 
  
Negative comments in think-aloud observations and online focus groups were 
again on the inability of students to communicate. This lack of communication and 
interaction was considered a disadvantage of fully online classes: 
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Do not really get to "meet" the professor and fellow students and interact with 
them in a classroom setting. Student 09, online focus group 
 
This perception of isolation, lack of communication, and “need to figure it out 
on your own” becomes more evident in other communication themes discussed in this 
chapter. Combined, students’ perceptions of communication make online learning out 
to be a lonely and isolated experience; yet that is not always the case, especially when 
students do interact. Student 06’s comment on the level of student–to–student 
interaction and communication stands out. Although this level of communication was 
not found in the think-aloud observation or online focus group data, all positive 
comments regarding student–to–student communication contained descriptions of 
students helping and engaging with other students. 
By far, this is the most communication I have done with classmates in any of 
my classes. I am grateful that everyone is so helpful and offers great advice 
and insights even though we don't know each other. It truly shows that we all 
want to help each other succeed in this class. Student 06, interview 
 
Related to perceptions of student-to-student and faculty-to-student 
communication was the perception that online learning required participants to be 
independent. Self-reliance, regulation, and independence are described in the next 
section.  
Self–Reliance, Self-Regulation, Independence, and “Face Time” 
 Percentages related to self–reliance, self-regulation, independence, and “face 
time” are listed in Table 15. Table 15 presents the percentages of self–reliance, self-
regulation, independence, and “face time” in interviews, think-aloud observations, 
and online focus groups.  
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Table 15  
Percentages Positive and Negative Perceptions of Self–Reliance, Self-Regulation, 
Independence, and “Face Time” 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of  n=11 n=8 n=8 
 Self-Reliance, Self-regulation, Independence and "Face-Time"    
Positive Open and consistent communication with faculty was key to 
success 
100% 38% 0% 
 Cooperative assignments allowed students to exchange ideas and 
interact with each other 
27% 25% 25% 
Negative Student relied more on their own resources than on communication 
and conversation 
64% 50% 0% 
 Faculty were not present in discussion forums 73% 0% 25% 
 
Did not know what the instructor was thinking or how faculty was 
interpreting student assignments 
100% 50% 88% 
 A big disadvantage of the online class was the lack of “face time” 100% 50% 100% 
  
Cooperative assignments allowed students to disengage in the 
learning process 
45% 50% 13% 
 
 The belief that online learning requires students to be self–reliant was a 
common perception. In each of the 11 interviews, participants stated that success in 
online learning required them to be “self–motivated” or “to motivate myself” to 
complete work and achieve. Participants in this study were often motivated by grades, 
yet believed it was up to them to remember to complete assignments or find solutions 
and answer their own questions. Typical of statements reflecting these views is this 
comment by Student 04:  
I’m learning to be more self–reliant and work it on my own, rather than 
depend on someone physically teaching me and relying on that conversation. 
Student 04, interview 
 
There was the underlying perception that online learning happens without the 
guidance of an instructor. Participants stated that they were responsible not only for 
their time and for the completion of assignments but also for finding their own 
answers and solutions.  
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In think-aloud observations and online focus groups, participants confirmed 
the perception that online learning allows students to be more self–reliant. 
Participants in both think-aloud observations and online focus groups enjoyed the 
freedom, convenience, and flexibility they perceived as inherent to online learning. 
The sense that online learning happens without the instructor and that students are 
required to learn on their own was present to a small degree in the online focus group 
data, with just one comment: 
Easy to get behind, hard to teach yourself, can get confused easily and your 
questions are hard to get answered. Student 03, online focus group 
 
The perception that online learning requires students to ”teach themselves” and 
happens “without a teacher” also may be seen as independence and self–regulation.  
A common perception of the online environment is that it requires self–
regulation in order for one to achieve. The view that online learning requires a high 
level of self–regulation was found in all 11 of the interviews. Self–regulation was 
found in strategies that participants used and recommendations they made to others 
regarding how to be successful in the online environment. These strategies included 
checking in regularly with the Course Management System (CMS) (three interviews), 
keeping assignments well-organized (five interviews), scheduling their time as if they 
were taking a normal course (three interviews), and not falling behind (six 
interviews): 
Because you have to go at your own, you have to actually force yourself to do 
it, and a lot of times it’s hard because if you wait ’til the last minute. Student 
04, interview  
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Few participants claimed to be able to self–regulate naturally; thus, the online 
course was not ideal for them. Others stated that because no one was watching them, 
they needed to be more self–disciplined: 
I’m learning to have to rely on myself more. I know I keep repeating that, but 
I think it’s probably really helpful, and being more self–motivated has 
definitely been very useful. Student 04, interview 
 
This conflict between wanting to be independent and in control of one’s own 
learning, on the one hand, and feeling disengagement from faculty, on the other hand, 
was most noticeable when participants talked about convenience and flexibility 
versus a sense of isolation and a lack of face–to–face time. 
It’s kind of limiting. But I think that’s what I’ve learned the most so far, is just 
how to do things alone. Student 07, interview 
 
The belief that online learning is independent and self–regulated was neither 
rejected nor supported by comments in the think-aloud observations. In the online 
focus groups, comments were found to support the view that students are independent 
and need to be self–regulating in their approach to online learning. Five of the online 
focus groups participants commented that it is “hard to teach yourself” and success 
requires students to be “very motivated.” The perception of independence and self–
regulation may have affected perceptions of collaboration. Participants’ perceptions 
of collaborative assignments were almost evenly mixed and are the subject of the next 
section. Perceptions of collaboration were found in the views participants held toward 
student-to-communication and online group work. 
Online Discussion 
          Perceptions related to online discussions are listed in Table 16. Reading across 
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Table 16,  the percentage of positive and negative perceptions related to online 
discussion in interviews, think-aloud observations and online focus groups is given.  
Table 16  
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of Online Discussion 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11 n=8 n=8 
Online Discussion    
Positive Discussion forums are helpful in building community, 
understanding, and encouragement. 
36% 0% 13% 
Negative Discussion forums do not have the same effect on learning as 
personal one–on–one interaction. 
82% 38% 13% 
 Faculty were not present in discussion forums. 73% 0% 25% 
 Discussion forums for assignments lacked interaction 
and feedback from the professor 
36% 38% 0% 
 
Online  discussion forums (or discussion boards) were used to replace many 
functions that lecture and face–to–face class time serve in the traditional classroom. 
These functions included (a) basic instruction, (b) conversations, (c) lecture, (d) open 
discussion, (e) question-and-answer sessions, (f) class participation, and (g) 
assessments of student learning. How communication was advanced or implemented, 
and the level of faculty interaction influenced student perceptions of discussion 
forums. Perhaps because discussion forums were the most widely–used tool, class 
function perceptions of this tool were the most varied. In interviews, four participants 
stated that using discussion for student–to–student communication, faculty feedback, 
and general communication was useful. When discussion forums were used for 
assignments, perceptions were dependent on faculty interaction and communication 
with the participants. Where participants perceived faculty to be unengaged or lacking 
in feedback, perception was negative. The view that discussion forums would be 
helpful if faculty participated in the conversation was held by four of the interview 
participants. Student 06’s interview represents the common expression found in 
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interviews when the faculty member was perceived to not participate in the discussion 
forums. 
If it was a way for us to have a forum with the teacher, and she was very 
actively participating, that would help a lot, but as it is right now, she doesn’t 
participate in the forums very much if at all. Student 06, interview 
 
Student 06’s comment comes from a class where each interview participant 
commented on the lack of participation and communication with the instructor. The 
view of Student 06 can be compared with another class where participants 
commented on the availability and high level of faculty involvement. Student 11’s 
perception of the uses of discussion forums from this other class is different. 
We had a social ethics class, … instead of making us all come in on Saturday, 
he said, well do the discussion online. So I really enjoyed that, and even 
though it was my first time figuring out the technology and Blackboard®. 
Student 11, interview 
 
Student 05 supports the view that faculty interactions and communications are of 
value when present in the discussions:  
It’s useful that she posts so many different perspectives. She posts like eight 
different readings we have to read, which when I look at it, I’m like oh my 
goodness I don’t want to do this, but then as I’m reading through it, I realize 
that I’m getting a lot of different perspectives, and it’s just like- you know, 
sometimes she’ll just post like a page that talks about definitions of different 
things, which can be helpful if you’re reading really difficult religious texts, 
and maybe you’re not used to it, like having those definitions that she posted 
on a page, you’re like, I know what this means in English, I understand, you 
know? So I guess that’s actually really helpful even though it’s kind of 
overwhelming at the same time. But it does really facilitate your learning and 
thinking of it in different ways. Student 05, interview 
 
The view that discussion forums work well for student–to–student community 
building was mentioned by only one online focus group participant in the study. 
Student 06 pointed to a culture of use beyond her and confirmed her views expressed 
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in the interview process. When describing the value of open student-to-student 
discussion forums, Student 06 made the following comments: 
I am grateful that everyone is so helpful and offers great advice and insights 
[through the discussion forums] even though we don't know each other. It 
truly shows that we all want to help each other succeed in this class. Student 
06, online focus group, brackets added for context 
 
In another example, Student 09 from the TESP class (see Table 10, chapter III) 
expressed the conversational value of discussion groups in presenting differing views.  
I really enjoy the discussion posts. They are useful for me because you can see 
everyone's individual points, agreements or disagreements. It may lack the 
liveliness and debate aspect in a live classroom, but these discussion posts are 
like a record of what everyone has to say, and I think that's neat. Student 09, 
online focus group 
 
Level of Feedback and Engagement with Faculty 
Perceptions related to instructional feedback and engagement with faculty is 
listed in Table 17. The percentage of positive and negative perceptions related to 
instructional feedback in interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus 
groups is presented.  
Table 17  
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of the  
Level of Instructional Feedback 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11      n=8  n=8 
Level of faculty instructional feedback    
Positive The instructor is present in the conversation and cares about the 
student. 
36% 38% 0% 
Negative Level of individual feedback is less than in a traditional face–to–face 
class. 
73% 0% 38% 
Student engagement with faculty    
Positive Students state that they are engaged in the learning process with the 
faculty. 
27% 0% 0% 
Negative Students do not know what the instructor’s expectations are or are 
not engaged with faculty in the learning process. 
36% 38% 25% 
 Did not know what the instructor was thinking or how faculty was 
interpreting student assignments. 
100% 50% 88% 
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The view that student–faculty communication was missing in online classes 
was reinforced in participants’ perception of the level of feedback given. Feedback is 
the response of faculty to student inquiries and the amount of information students are 
given regarding grades, assignments, or participation in a given class. Some 
participants equated the level of feedback with how much the faculty cared about 
individual achievement. Eight interview participants stated that the level of feedback 
in their online class was less than that of a traditional class. These eight participants 
further stated that, within the traditional face–to–face learning environment, they 
“know the teacher,” they were able to raise questions and concerns during class time, 
and questions were answered when they arose; however, the online class lacked this 
immediacy. Statements such as “he does not know,” “I do not know when I will get a 
response,” and “I am learning on my own,” each pointed to a perception that feedback 
from faculty was lower than expected. 
In the think-aloud observation data, three of the participants expressed the 
positive perception that the instructor cared about them and responded to their needs. 
All of these positive comments were for a single instructor and from the same course 
(OMIS 17). The three negative comments from the online focus groups each related 
to the amount of response time and an inability to get problems or questions resolved 
quickly. 
In the area of engagement between faculty and participants, three interview 
participants stated instructor engagement and interaction to be key to their learning. 
“Engagement” for these students can be defined as the faculty knowing who the 
students are and expressing concern for their learning. Notwithstanding the need for 
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this engagement, four interviews contained comments reflecting a feeling of 
instructor disengagement. Common among these comments was a sense that the lack 
of engagement was the same as the instructor “not teaching” the class: 
I thought there would be, at least a couple times, like you would see the 
teacher online and that she would actually teach. Student 05, interview 
 
When faculty were perceived to “not teach” and not engage with participants, 
it was most often in regard to assessments and conversations related to the subject 
matter and learning materials. Because online discussion forums were the most 
common form of student–and–student and faculty–and–student engagement, their use 
appears in many of the subthemes related to communication. When participants were 
required to use online discussion for course–related work with little or no input from 
the faculty, perceptions of feedback were low. Student 03’s comments are typical of 
the frustrations expresed by participants: 
We’ve never had a discussion with him. He posts the readings, we’re 
supposed to read it, there are times when we respond to the reading on 
discussion forum and our classmates will respond to it, but never with him. 
Bold font added for emphasis. Student 03, interview  
 
The perception of low levels of interaction and engagement affected the 
approach of participants to the assignments. Although approach is discussed further in 
research question 4, the following statement from Student 06 highlights both the 
perception of and the reaction to a perceived lack of engagement: 
I just read the little blurb about it and try to do it, and I jump on the discussion 
forums and see what people are saying. And we all kind of guess like, maybe 
it’s this way, and we’re like oh, that makes sense, oh that makes sense, ok 
let’s all do it this way, cross your fingers. Student 06, interview 
 
This theme of disengagement was present in three think-aloud observations 
and two postings in the online focus group. The think-aloud observation and online 
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focus group comments were not different from those in the interviews. In the 
comments, both confusion over expectations and a sense of “being on one’s own” are 
present. Additionally, participants’ disengagement was related to the level of 
feedback participants received from faculty.  
Written Directions and Instructions 
Online classes generally are believed to consist primarily of written 
instructions, written communications, and written assignments. In all 11 of the 
interviews participants stated that written instruction was the primary form of 
instruction and communication. Participants voiced a belief that online differs from 
the face-to-face specifically because of the nature of communication. In a face–to–
face class, the instructor has the opportunity to present instructions to all students 
verbally in a single session, and students can interact verbally by asking questions; 
thus, the information is available for all students at the same time. In the online 
environment, separating the instructions or directions from the delivery medium is 
more difficult. Faculty may post directions in written format to a threaded discussion, 
send them in an electronic mail message (e–mail), or post them on a web page. 
Student interaction is limited to an individual response that may or may not be 
available to all participants, depending on the communication tools or methods used. 
In all classes with participation in this study, instructions, communication, and 
feedback to students were given using written text. Two of the courses used audio 
chat and recorded voice comments on a limited basis to provide feedback and 
personal instruction to students. The method of communicating the requirements and 
expectations of the class through written direction was perceived with mixed results. 
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Four of the interviewees stated that written communications and clarifications were 
helpful when present. Three interviewees cited a lack of clear communication, 
clarification, and follow up as a disadvantage of online learning. Mention of the 
quality and value of written communication was not found in the think-aloud 
observation or online focus group data except as description of how information was 
presented to students. Participants stated that the primary means of individual 
communication was e-mail: when seeking clarification, personal help, or interaction, 
e-mail was mentioned first. When asked what tool was missing from communication 
Instant Messaging was the first response.  
Perceptions related to written instruction along with e-mail and Instant 
Messaging (IM) is listed in Table 18. Percentage of positive and negative perceptions 
related to written instruction along with e-mail and Instant Messaging in interviews, 
think-aloud observations and focus groups is presented in Table 18. 
Table 18  
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of Written Directions,  
E-mail, and Instant Messaging 
 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of n=11 n=8 n=8 
Written directions or instructions    
Positive Faculty used written instructions that are clear and easy to 
understand. 
36% 13% 13% 
 Written direction or written instruction was useful as there 
was little opportunity for feedback and follow–up. 
27% 0% 0% 
Negative Directions were hard to understand, with little opportunity 
for follow–up and clarification. 
27% 0% 0% 
E–mail    
Positive Provided direct communication between students and 
faculty. 
45% 50% 25% 
Negative Slow response time from faculty. 18% 38% 38% 
 Slow or no response from other students. 27% 25% 0% 
Instant Messaging (IM)    
Positive Provided communication between faculty and student. 
Students perceived IM as valuable.  
When missing, students mentioned its potential value.. 
 
36% 
 
13% 
 
0% 
Positive When courses do not use instant messaging it was 
viewed to be a negative. 
36% 0% 38% 
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E–mail and Instant Messaging Communications 
Concern with communication was evident when 16 participants mentioned its 
use. Although e–mail was identified as the primary means of communication between 
students and faculty, concern over the quality and quantity of communication 
preceded or overshadowed the actual tool that was used. In five interviews, 
participants perceived faculty to be unresponsive or “not part of the conversation,” 
with the overall perception being negative. The participants’ frustrations with 
response time and quality are supported by these statements: 
If you don’t understand something, you can write an e–mail, but if you don’t 
get an answer you like back, or how long until the teacher checks their e–mail, 
can take like a really long time. Student 05, interview 
 
When assigning value to specific communication tools, participants did not 
single out one particular tool. Pearticpants did perceive value in (a) usage of 
communication tools, regardless of what kind, (b) the ability of faculty to use 
communication tools, and (c) faster, more responsive, and individualized 
communications. When the perception of fast and efficient communication was 
lacking, participants looked to other communication tools for their needs. Four 
participants expressed a desire for a different form of communication during the 
interview process. Student 10’s comment is typical of the desire for something other 
the e–mail “or something available” to aid in understanding.  
Well, if you had instant messaging or something available, I think, like just a 
study group question thing or maybe like a question answer place where you 
ask questions about how should I do this or I’m having trouble understanding 
this, so then someone could answer for you. Student 10, interview 
 
In think-aloud observations and online focus groups, participants’ perceptions 
of e–mail as a tool were split between six positive perception and six negative 
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perceptions when faculty was perceived to be slow and unresponsive to participants’ 
questions and inquiries. 
Sometimes it is hard to communicate through e–mail and by the time you get 
an answer through e–mail, it’s passed the due date. Student 14, online focus 
group 
 
A disadvantage would be that when clarification is needed and time is of the 
essence it may be difficult to access the instructor. Student 13, online focus 
group 
 
Although no one tool stood out above the others in terms of “value,” e–mail 
was mentioned more than any other, most likely because it is used more than other 
tools. For all participants the value of the tool was linked to the availability of the 
faculty for communication. When an instructor was perceived to be responsive to 
student questions, communication was viewed as positive. If the faculty was 
unresponsive, perceptions appeared negative. 
Flexibility and Convenience 
When asked to give their reasons for taking an online course, all 16 
participants offered “convenience” and “flexibility.” Of concern were comments that 
equated online instruction with less work and lower academic standards. In 
interviews, think-aloud observations, and in the online focus groups, the same three 
participants persisted in the view that online classes are lower in academic quality 
than traditional face–to–face classes. Perceptions of academic quality are discussed in 
this chapter in relation to research question two. Although only three participants 
shared this opinion, it may be worth further investigation. Perceptions of flexibility 
and convenience are listed in Table 19. 
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Table 19 
 Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions of Flexibility and Convenience: 
Reason for Taking an Online Class 
    Percentage of Responses 
Perception of 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n =8 
Online focus 
groups 
n =8 
Flexibility and convenience    
Positive Students elected to take course because of flexibility and 
convenience.  100% 13% 88% 
Negative Online classes are easier and less academically rigorous 
than traditional classroom courses.  27% 38% 25% 
 
Convenience had to do with the ability to maintain a job schedule. Most of the 
data for this study were collected during the summer, and working participants stated 
that had the class not been offered online they would not have taken it. The fact that 
online classes allowed for travel or could be taken from a distant location also was 
common among the reasons given for taking the course. Flexibility, as opposed to 
location, was mentioned in two cases. The views of Student 07 were representative of 
all 16 participants’ motivations for taking online classes: 
It was more convenient; so this summer I didn’t have the opportunity to go 
into class and take the course. Student 07, interview 
 
The next section presents results related to organization. Organization in the 
next sections is separated from students’ organization and the reliance that 
participants placed on self-organization. Notwithstanding participants’ perception of 
their role in the learning process, their perceptions of faculty organization did 
influence the perceptions of academic quality.  
Organization 
 Perceptions of organization are divided into two subthemes: (a) course 
organization and (b) instructor organization. Course organization and instructor 
organization are distinct in that course organization is defined by the course 
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management system (CMS) with its inherent structures and functionality. Instructor 
organization is how the instructor works with and understands the technology to 
deliver the course. Positive perceptions of course organization were found when 
course expectations were transparent and students could budget their time 
accordingly; negative perceptions occurred when participants found coherent 
structure lacking or a large list of course materials in a single space. Positive 
perceptions of instructor organization were found when faculty demonstrated skill 
with the CMS and used technology appropriately to present information; negative 
perceptions occurred when instructors lacked the skills necessary to communicate 
with participants in the ways participants expected. Perceptions of organization are 
presented in Table 20  as a percentage of response.  
Table 20 
Percentages of Positive and Negative Perceptions Related to Organization 
    Percentage of Responses 
Interviews 
Think-aloud 
observations 
Online 
Focus 
Groups 
Perception of organization n=11 n=8 n=8 
Positive Easy to follow interface and design; "know 
what’s coming up, you can budget your time."  73% 25% 50% 
 Faculty used the CMS to provide structure to the 
course.  
   
Negative Lack of coherent structure; all course material in 
one folder or list.  64% 25% 50% 
 Organization is inconsistent and hard to follow.    
 Students did not understand the structure or 
purpose of a specific tool course element. 
   
 Faculty lack of technology understanding.       
 
Course Organization 
In the interviews, seven participants commented on course organization apart 
from elements controlled by the faculty. In five of the seven interviews, comments 
were related primarily to the structure of discussion forums within the Course 
Management System (CMS) and frustrations participants were having: 
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I don't like ANGEL's new format for the discussion boards. It's frustrating 
having to click back every time I read a post. Student 06, interview 
 
I don’t know if I’m sorting it wrong or something, but it’s hard to understand 
exactly where the conversation’s going amongst the students when you’re 
trying to click around to make sure it makes sense. Student 07, interview 
 
Comments regarding course organization were more general, with two interview 
participants expressing a need to better understand the general design and structure of 
the CMS: 
If you’re going to do an online class, they should take one hour to show you 
how to negotiate Blackboard®. Student 10, interview 
 
Positive perceptions of course organizations were given in the think-aloud 
observations and online focus groups. Participants in the think-aloud observations 
stated that clear labeling of content helped them better organize their time. In online 
focus groups, positive perceptions of organization were all for one faculty member, 
with participants stating that “the instructor is well organized” and “we know what is 
coming up, what to do, and what to expect.” think-aloud observation data showed 
how course organization could have a positive affect on student perceptions. For 
example, during think-aloud observation, Student 07 commented: 
Something that I did appreciate about this was that all the assignments have 
been laid out since the first day you log into ANGEL®, the online 
management system. So you already kind of know what’s coming up, you can 
budget your time, you can make sure that you’re getting everything done by 
the due date, so that was really good. Student 07, think-aloud observation 
 
Instructor Organization 
Participants in this study appeared to value a well–designed and organized 
course interface. What became evident from their interview comments on 
organization was that how faculty designed and organized a course had a greater 
effect on perception than did CMS design. The frustration with faculty organization 
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especially was strong for Student 10, for whom the course organization was so 
confusing she indicated that dropping the class was the only option open to her: 
I realized that I was in trouble. I didn’t understand what he wanted from me, I 
couldn’t find information in the places that he was putting it. He was 
extremely disorganized. Student 10, interview 
 
Participants’ perceptions of organization were affected by instructors’ skills in 
using the CMS. During interviews, six participants who perceived course 
organization to be positive or helpful pointed to the instructors’ use of the technology 
or CMS system; where the perception of confusion occurred, it was often due to an 
inability to understand instructional purpose or to the lack of skill on the part of the 
instructor. Confusion with the instructor’s use of the CMS was apparent in three of 
the interviews. Student 05’s comments below typified participants’ frustrations with 
faculty members’ use of technology: in this case, a wiki for student discussions. 
Although the comment appears tonally neutral in print, the participant’s stress was 
evident in the interview and the voice recording: 
Especially for this, like I said, I don’t really see the purpose that she didn’t 
just use the main thing (ANGEL®  CMS). Student 05, interview 
 
Data from think-aloud observations and online focus groups supported the 
perception of faculty as not understanding online course organization. Where faculty 
used the technology in ways that participants perceived to be appropriate for 
organization, for example, interfaces that divided classes into well–defined sections, 
online calendars, and other advanced organizers, the perception was positive. Two of 
the think-aloud observations and four of the online focus groups’ participants 
expressed negative perceptions in response to lack of technology for organizing 
communication methods, documents, or large multimedia files. 
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Because this one is like a bazillion pages long, I don’t even know, so she’ll 
write where she wants us to specialize. So for example, the directions this 
time say, “Click the link,” and then it says “select contents,” because there’s a 
different thing you can click on, and then it says “go to part three section two 
the ten commandments….” Student 05, think-aloud observation 
 
Summary Research Question One 
 Findings related to research question 1, “What are the student perceptions of 
online learning,” included perceptions of (a) communication, (b) flexibility and 
convenience, and (c) organization. Although communication was listed as a separate 
theme or topic within the findings, the presence of communication in all perceptions 
is noted. Not surprisingly, when faculty was available and responsive, communication 
was viewed positive. When faculty participated in online discussion with participants, 
perception of value and learning appeared greater. Participants’ comments mostly 
were positive regarding collaborative online assignments when there was consistent 
student–to–student communication. When faculty used the CMS in understandable 
and consistent ways to communicate expectations to participants, perceptions again 
were positive. A lack of communication and interaction produced comments 
suggesting that online learning is less academically rigorous or has a lower standard 
then traditional face–to–face instruction. The perceptions that online courses are 
lower in academic quality or less academically rigorous are presented in the next 
section.  
Research Question Two 
Interview questions and observations were designed to investigate 
participants’ perceptions of the attributes of online learning. Research question two 
specifically asked, “How do students perceive the characteristics of the online 
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learning environment and the tools used during online instruction?” The most 
prevalent characteristics of online learning included those related to (a) 
communication, (b) the use of written directions or instructions, and (c) academic 
quality.  Communication and written directions or instructions, although present as an 
attribute, were presented in the findings under research question one. Perception of 
academic quality related to online instruction is given in this section. How 
participants determined quality is of particular importance to this study. Perceptions 
related to academic quality and the frequency of response by percentage in 
interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus groups are listed in Table 21. 
Academic quality was related to the level of communication and the perceptions of 
engagement participants’ experienced.  
Table 21 
 Percentages of Perceptions of Academic Quality 
    Percentage of Responses 
Perception of 
Interviews 
n =11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n =8 
Academic quality    
         Lacked the level of communication and interaction present in a face–
to–face classroom setting. 
82% 50% 63% 
 Online learning was easier and less academically rigorous because of 
its structure. 
91% 38% 50% 
 Learning based on repetition and memorization of course material. 27%   0% 50% 
Perceptions of Academic Quality 
 When participants were asked to describe the advantages and disadvantages of 
taking an online course other than the convenience and flexibility it affords, two 
perceptions were most prominent: that online learning was easier and less 
academically rigorous because of its structure (10 interviews) and that online learning 
has the disadvantage of lacking the level of communication and interaction present in 
a face–to–face classroom setting (9 interviews). Both of these views can be found in 
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the typical student responses to the questions of advantages and disadvantages of 
online learning.  
I think it’s easier. He gives us homework and what you’re supposed to do, and 
if you were in class and you kind of had to pay attention and catch on, but for 
that one I think it’s just easier. Student 10, interview 
 
For participants in this study, the online learning they experienced is best 
described as something done for the grade or to complete a requirement. True 
learning was something else; the view of student 11 sums up the feeling that quality 
learning is not part of the online experience.  
I would never do an online MBA. Even if Harvard was offering it. I don’t 
think it has to do with the fact that there’s some XYZ schools offering these 
online MBAs… I would do something that gave me an opportunity to meet 
other people who are like minded, or who are not so like minded but are 
interested in the same kind of academic pursuit. Student 11, interview 
 
When interview participants in this study were asked how they learn in the 
online environment, three participants mentioned repetition and memorization.  
You repeat it back, and it’s just the regurgitation of information, that’s what it 
is. Student 03, interview 
 
Participants supported a belief that online classes are easier and less 
academically rigorous than traditional classroom courses with an argument that 
education involves more than being alone online. For participants sharing this belief, 
interaction and discussion was key to how they defined learning. The comments of 
Student 11 best express their perceptions: 
It’s [online instruction] OK to fill a requirement. It’s not a way that I would 
learn. I don’t think it’s really an education. I think an education takes much 
more. It [learning] takes a place where you can, while you’re in that mode and 
you’re thinking about the subject and you actually get an answer from 
somebody or you have a discussion or somebody disagrees with you… online, 
you can go and post your discussion comment, and no one will post for 
another year. Brackets added. Student 11, interview 
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The view that academic quality was lacking in online classes was supported in 
the think-aloud observation and online focus group data. In the think-aloud 
observations, four participants stated that they were learning less than in a traditional 
class due to a lack of interaction with faculty and peers. The view that the quality of 
learning was less because of a lack of interaction was mentioned by five of the online 
focus group participants. Common in all of the think-aloud observations and online 
focus groups data was a belief that the structure of online learning resulted in a lack 
of quality learning. Isolation, easy access to information, and the ability to copy and 
paste from others in discussion forums were cited as causes. Faculty not “knowing” 
their students, not engaging in conversation or discussion forums, not having the 
necessary technology skills, or not caring were cited also as reasons for low academic 
quality. 
Summary Research Question Two 
Findings related to research question two, “How do students perceive the 
characteristics of the online learning environment and the tools used during online 
instruction,” included perceptions low academic quality. Communication dominated 
participants’ perceptions, these perceptions are described in detail in the section on 
communication in research question one. Notwithstanding the earlier descriptions, 
open and consistent communication was again viewed critical to student success and 
the quality of instruction. Perceptions of online learning as lacking the interaction 
with faculty or face time associated with quality face–to–face instruction persisted. A 
belief that the lack of communication and interaction produces academically less 
rigorous courses and a lower quality than traditional face–to–face instruction also 
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persisted. Lower academic quality was perceived to result in a structure that forced 
memorization and repetition on participants and allowed them to copy and paste ideas 
and concepts from the Internet or other students. 
Research Question Three 
Research question three asked about the tools of online learning and their 
value in promoting or hindering learning from the participants’ perspective. 
Specifically, “What are students’ perceptions of the tools used in online instruction? 
Are these tools perceived by participants to promote or hinder learning in the online 
instructional environment?” The tools used in online learning and online courses 
delivery consist of a large set of communication, presentation, and content delivery 
tools. These tools are most often combined into a set or framework used for the 
delivery of instruction. This set or framework is referred to as a learning management 
system (LMS) or course management system (CMS). Appendix B provides a list of 
the tools and possible uses found in the ANGEL® 7.3, Blackboard® 6.1, WebCT®, 
Eres®, Desire2Learn® 8.3, TeleTOP®, Virtual Learning Environment®, eCollege®, 
and Moodle® 1.6.1 CMSs. Looking at the list of tools and their uses, one can 
conceive of a multitude of delivery and communication options, depending on the 
course objectives and content. Only a small portion of these tools generally is 
implemented in current online instruction. The tools provided in a standard CMS 
system also may be extended through the use of blogs, wikis, social networking sites, 
or other external learning and communications resources. The tools mentioned most 
by participants in this study are listed in Table 22.  
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Table 22  
Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions for Online Tools Reported in Interviews, 
Think-aloud Observations, and Online Focus Groups 
 Frequency of Responses  
Perception of 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n=8 
Online Resources    
 
Added value to discussions and general information; students used 
tools such as Google to find information on subjects when they 
needed clarification. 
2 5 1 
 
Provided links and resources were helpful in understanding course 
material. 5 1 2 
 
Faculty provided links without explanation, causing confusion and 
frustration. 4 3 0 
Content Organization    
 
Folders organized by assignment and content type were a useful 
way to help keep students on track. Advanced (organized) 
direction was helpful when navigating large amounts of 
information and trying to understand complicated assignments. 
Calendars provided a way to organize and keep on track. 
5 5 4 
 
Other arrangements were frustrating. Without some kind of guide 
or map, the wealth of online information was confusing. Wish that 
more classes contained them.  
4 2 0 
Assessments and Quizzes     
 
Quizzes that are self–graded and provide instant feedback to the 
learner had value because they allowed students to see what they 
were not understanding and pointed to helpful information in the 
text or simulated training. 
4 2 1 
 
Counting the number of responses in postings allowed students to 
disengage in the learning process or to just copy and paste from 
other students or the Internet 
5 0 0 
Online Research    
 Students used nonacademic online resources to conduct research. 5 3 1 
 Students used university databases provided through the library. 1 2 1 
 Library databases were cumbersome, with limited connectivity. 0 2 0 
Podcasts    
 
Use of podcast to explain actions and concepts was a valuable aid 
in understanding and learning. 3 0 1 
 Video podcasts without markers or chapters were hard to use. 2 0 1 
  
When courses did not use podcasts to provide audio or video 
instruction, students perceived its absence as a negative. 4  1 0  
Frequency of mention and perception for tools in interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups is provided. Online resources, and content 
organization tools were the most widely used and mentioned. The less–used tools, 
wikis and blogs, were found in two of the courses, with podcasting only in one 
course. Exclusion of a positive or negative modifier in Table 22 reflects the 
participants’ perception that the tools themselves do not have value; rather it is how 
they are used that determines their educational worth. Perceptions of the tools listed 
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in Table 22 are presented in this section beginning with online resources. Although 
discussion forums, electronic-mail (e-mail), and Instant Messaging were mentioned 
by participants, they are presented under research question one 
Online Resources and Research Information 
 Perceptions of online resources with the percentage of response from 
interviews, think-aloud observations, and online focus groups are listed in Table 23. 
Reading across Table 23 participants’ perception that online resources were helpful 
appeared in 45% of the interviews, 13% of think-aloud observations, and 25% of 
online focus groups.  
Table 23  
Perceptions of Online Resources with Percentage of Responses from Interviews, 
Think-aloud Observations, and Online Focus Groups 
 Percentage of Responses 
Perception of 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-
aloud 
observation 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n=8 
Online Resources    
 
Added value to discussions and general information; students used 
tools such as Google to find information on subjects when they needed 
clarification. 
18% 63% 13% 
 
Provided links and resources were helpful in understanding course 
material. 
45% 13% 25% 
 
Faculty provided links without explanation, causing confusion and 
frustration. 
36% 38% 0% 
 
During interviews, seven participants mentioned the value of online resources. 
Online resources and research sources are listed in three categories within this study: 
(a) those provided by the instructor within the Course management System (CMS), 
(b) online “free” resources provided over the World Wide Web (WWW), and (c) 
subscription data bases and resources provided by the institution. Free resource would 
include Google®, Yahoo®, Wikipedia®, and other open sources of information. 
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Subscription databases consist of a large set of specialized searchable databases: these 
include Academic Search Elite / EbscoHost, sycArticles, PsycINFO, PubMed, Lexis-
Nexis, Factiva, and Hoovers, among others.  Hoovers and Factiva have free sites with 
limited information. Seven participants saw value in bringing new and updated 
information into class through the use of online resources and additional research. 
Five of the seven commented that links to additional resources provided by the 
instructor through the CMS were helpful in further understanding the topic. Links and 
resources provided by faculty were mostly information on web pages from other 
instructors or universities. Student 05 commented on the value of having the 
instructor provide differing viewpoints through linked information.  
It’s useful that she posts so many different perspectives.… I realize that I’m 
getting a lot of different perspectives…. So I guess that’s actually really 
helpful even though it’s kind of overwhelming at the same time. But it does 
really facilitate your learning and thinking of it in different ways. Student 05, 
interview 
 
Interactions with search tools and online databases were observed in eight of 
the think-aloud observations. Although not all of the eight commented directly on 
their use, it was noted that they would open a web-browser window and search 
Google® or Wikipedia® for clarification or answers to problems. These eight 
participants began these searchers on their own by opening a new browser window 
and then entering the Universal Resource Locator (URL).  Student 04 provided a 
typical example of using Google® for clarification of a term as opposed to what the 
institution provides. 
It talked about what culture audits were, and from the reading I didn’t 
understand exactly what it was, so I was able to just quickly go on Google® 
and look up what a culture audit was, and it was actually really interesting. 
Student 04, think-aloud observation 
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Only one participant in this study used a subscription database provided by the 
institution to find information when clarification was needed. In this example, the 
participant’s perception of value related to outside resources was during Student 09’s 
think-aloud observation while she was getting clarification on a particular business 
topic. In this case, her first inclination was to go with something that had worked in 
the past. Student 09 commented prior to this situation that she had used Hoovers in 
another class and received library training in its use.  
OK. So if you go to databases, go to business… down to H… I’ve used this 
for classes, too. I had to do a research project on a company, so it’s a great 
resource. It’s called Hoovers online. Student 09, think-aloud observation 
 
Although the two universities where this study was conducted provide online 
library resources for student research, participants used Google® and other 
nonacademic resources for locating information as noted by the researcher during 
think-aloud observations. Nonsubscription databases (Google® and Wikipedia®) 
were used in six of the think-aloud observations before participants used subscription 
sites provided by the university. The view of online resources and links to additional 
resources as useful to further explain concepts was supported by comments made in 
the online focus groups. In addition to locating resources, two online focus group 
participants commented that they used online resources to prepare for exams or 
search for topics of research papers. 
Usually the topics are assigned by the instructor and are relevant to the course 
work. I prepare and find information online using access to the University 
library databases, Google®, etc. Student, online focus group  
 
  When asked about the use of Google® or Wikipedia® instead of resources 
and databases provided by the university, participants commented that (a) these 
resources were cumbersome and hard to navigate and (b) connectivity and access 
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restrictions interfered with student use. Within this study, the use of online resources 
appeared to be determined by ease of use and the participants familiarity with the 
resource.  
Calendars and Course Organizational Tools 
 Perceptions of content organization tools found in interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups are listed in Table 24. The value of  
Table 24  
Percentages of Participant Responses for Calendars and Course Organizational Tools 
in Interviews, Think-aloud Observations, and Online Focus Groups 
 Percentage of Responses  
Perception of 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
group 
n=8 
Content Organization    
 
Folders organized by assignment and content type were a useful way to 
help keep students on track. Advanced (organized) direction was 
helpful when navigating large amounts of information and trying to 
understand complicated assignments. Calendars provided a way to 
organize and keep on track. 
45% 63% 50% 
 
Other arrangements were frustrating. Without some kind of guide or 
map, the wealth of online information was confusing. Wish that more 
classes contained them.  
36% 25% 0% 
 
organizational tools was related to both navigation of the environment and 
participants need to self-regulate, self-reliance, and sense of independence. Self-
regulation, self-reliance, and independence were presented in this chapter in research 
question one. The most common form of organizational aid in the courses associated 
with this study was the use of folders arranged by either (a) course content or (b) a 
time–based arrangement, such as weeks. Calendars were the next most common form 
of online organizational tools. During the interview process, participants were asked 
how information was presented. In response, five participants stated that calendars or 
folders were used to divide the content and help them stay on task. Of these five 
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participants, two stated that the use of calendars was a good way to help organize and 
keep on track. Three of the five participants expressed a desire that more of their 
classes would use calendars. The use of folders appeared tied to the Course 
Management System, which allows for content to be arranged in folders by week, 
assignment, or instructional activity. Having the content divided into weekly 
hierarchical folders containing assignments organized by activity was perceived by 
seven of the interview participants to be the most useful way to help maintain 
organization and stay on track.  
All the assignments have been laid out since the first day you log into 
ANGEL, the online management system. So you already kind of know what’s 
coming up, you can budget your time, you can make sure that you’re getting 
everything done by the due date, so that was really good. Student 07, interview 
 
The Course Management Systems (CMS) used at both universities allowed 
faculty to customize elements of the student interface. For example, faculty can alter 
the arrangement and names of resources and section tabs. Participants who had 
previous experience with the CMS in an online or hybrid class found the 
customizations to be overwhelming and confusing, resulting in frustration with the 
course. In particular, participants expressed frustration with courses where the names 
of resources were changed from the standard or expected, such as from “Lessons” to 
“Application Dossier” or the deletion of common tabs and resources. This change in 
tab settings and interface was frustrating particularly to participants when the 
“Communicate” tab was deleted and “Resources” tab renamed to “Communication,” 
resulting in e–mail and discussions no longer linked. In this course, the instructor 
changed the course tabs and settings in the hope of achieving better organization and 
student understanding; instead, participants stated they were unable to access the 
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CMS communication resources in the ways they were accustomed, resulting in 
confusion. Student 09 expressed frustration while trying to find that week’s 
assignments, communication components, and instructions: 
I’ve had some teachers that [sic] will specifically label a folder “assignments.” 
She calls this one “application dossier”… underneath it says assignments and 
research for company work, and writing cover letters and resumes, which I 
guess is the assignment, but I don’t know that. Student 09, think-aloud 
observation 
 
Participants wanted clear and concise information that matched their 
expectations based on past use and previous online course experience. Changes to the 
interface of the CMS—even simple upgrades to the CMS system—elicited frustrated 
comments. These frustrations were seen during the Summer term when the CMS was 
upgraded although classes were in session. Students entering the course on one day 
found the interface changed the following day. CMS changes included the 
replacement of menu names with icons, a new discussion forum format, and different 
group communication settings. 
I do not understand why they felt the need to change the layout and format of 
things. I think it was fine before… I have experienced some problems trying 
to post, and it is driving me crazy! Student 15, online focus group 
 
Assessments, Quizzes, and Testing 
Perceptions of assessments within online courses varied depending on the type 
assessment used. Perceptions of participants for assessments, quizzes, and testing are 
listed in Table 25. Assessments used included (a) essay or short answer, (b) multiple 
choice, (c) simulations, and (d) discussion forum postings. The most common form of 
assessment used in the classes was a combination of discussion postings and open–
ended essay questions. Eleven of the 12 course sections used discussion forums 
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postings to deliver assessments. In terms of frequency, discussion forums for essay–
based assessments were followed by multiple–choice and simulation–based exams. 
Table 25  
Percentages of Perceptions for Assessments from Interviews, Think-aloud 
Observations, and Online Focus Groups. 
 Percentage of Responses 
Perception of 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
group 
n=8 
Assessments and Quizzes     
 
Quizzes that are self–graded and provide instant feedback to the learner 
had value because they allowed students to see what they were not 
understanding and pointed to helpful information in the text or 
simulated training. 
36% 25% 13% 
 
Counting the number of responses in postings allowed students to 
disengage in the learning process or to just copy and paste from other 
students or the Internet. 
45% 0% 0% 
 
Discussion postings were most often assigned a grade by amount of 
participation or posting counts. Within this study, all courses used some discussion 
forum assessment based on a count of postings and replies by each student, assigning 
a participation grade based on the number of postings. When describing how the 
course is graded, Student 11 gave a typical response: 
I mean, we do have a discussion going on, and we post at least two postings 
every week. Student 11, interview 
 
A typical example of the posting assessment grading is the requirement of a 
given number of posting where points are awarded for each post. Without direct 
feedback from the faculty, this method of grading was perceived by participants to be 
negative, resulting in less attention paid to the readings and assignments. During the 
interviews, five participants commented that counting the number of responses did 
not give an indication of learning and allowed them to “copy and paste” the 
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assignment. What participants wanted was a way to show what they had learned by 
applying and synthesizing the information. 
Anything that requires you to either sort of go beyond or to be at least 
synthesizing information from various sources…. Because a lot of the 
assignments were such that you could do a lot with them or you could sort of 
just ramble for a while. Student 08, interview 
 
Another course offered a similar model of grading students’ discussions. This 
model emphasized participation in online discussion, replacing the discussions typical 
in a traditional face–to–face class with participation and correspondence done through 
discussion forums. Participation in discussion forums counted for 60% of the final 
grade, with participation and grading based on the number of postings a student 
completed. When this count–based assessment was used, participants noted that they 
believed the faculty member was not present in the conversation and disengaged from 
the educational process. When Student 06 was asked how her work and learning is 
assessed in the class, she noted, “we answer questions in the discussion.” When asked 
about how well she is doing and the feedback she is getting on assignments, her 
comments are typical of participants in this study that they do not know how well 
they are doing and do not receive clarification on assessments.  
She will post maybe once every while, but she doesn’t really clarify too much, 
and I think if we were able to talk to her in person, we might get more 
questions answered. Student 06, interview 
 
The lack of feedback created a perception of passive and “one–way” 
engagement. The perception that online learning offered a less rigorous, passive 
academic experience was made clear during the interview with Student 08. 
I’m just reading all these things or watching all these things, and it’s not super 
clear what’s relevant and what you’re supposed to be taking away, and you’re 
not really working with the information as much. Student 08, interview 
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This participant wanted a way to express the knowledge he was acquiring and a 
chance to apply this knowledge to a new situation. What he stressed is that online 
learning lacks a sense of conversation. Continuing on the same thought and asked 
what made for the lack of quality in online education, he emphasized the need for 
engagement once again: 
If you have a lot of discussion type posts where it’s really, it’s not like you’re 
doing it just to do it, but there’s an emphasis on doing it and having people 
respond to it, or doing it and having there be an emphasis on quality and 
taking the time with it, then that’s something that can really, can make a big 
difference in making the online experience more interactive. Student 08, 
interview  
 
Participants’ views that quality assessment contains feedback and 
communication also were found in think-aloud observation and online focus groups 
data. One online focus group participant and two of the think-aloud observations 
participants mentioned the value of instant feedback pointing to resources online or in 
the text. Two think-aloud observation participants expressed frustrations with 
assessment based on counts in discussion forums. These two think-aloud-observation 
participants stated that just counting responses in discussion forums allowed students 
to “agree or disagree” with others and just say “like she said” and not process, use, or 
engage with the content. This lack of engagement was believed to lower the quality of 
the learning experience, cause frustrations over grades and outcomes, and lower 
participants course satisfaction.  
Podcasts 
Participants’ perceptions of podcasts are presented in Table 26. The use of 
podcasts to augment written material or to replace traditional course lectures was 
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Table 26  
Percentages of Perceptions of Podcasts from Interviews, Think-aloud Observations, 
and Online Focus Groups 
 Percentage of Responses  
Perception of  
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n=8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n=8 
Podcasts    
 
Use of podcast to explain actions and concepts was a valuable aid in 
understanding and learning. 
27%  0% 13% 
 Video podcasts without markers or chapters were hard to use. 18%  0% 13% 
  
When courses did not use podcasts to provide audio or video 
instruction, students perceived its absence as a negative. 
36% 13%  0% 
 
incorporated in only two of the classes for this study. These two classes were 
Sociology (SOCI) 149: Business Technology and Society and Organization and 
Management Information Systems (OMIS) 17. The researcher taught both of these 
courses. ENGL 183 contained a single podcast, done by the instructor, to introduce 
the course. Perceptions of podcasting were thus limited by the lack of use within the 
study. When participants were asked, “Is there anything that is missing that might 
help with your learning,” four interviews and one think-aloud observation participant 
cited audio podcasting.  
If you could hear him talk, … I’m more receptive to learning if I can just hear 
someone saying it. Student 04, interview 
 
Participants also perceived podcasting as a way to make a personal connection: 
 
So I kind of thought at least once or twice we’d have the teacher giving a 
lecture. I have no idea what she even looks like, you know? So I think that 
would be cool, because like I said, even if it’s like 15 minutes, oh this is what 
you guys are going to be learning about, broad concepts or some special 
stories to make you, oh focus in on this, or you know what I mean? Student 
05, interview 
 
 Podcasting in the classes studied followed three forms: (a) summarization of 
information presented in other course material, (b) students’ performance–based tasks 
in computer applications, and (c) presentation of new information. When the audio 
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summarized the same information as other material, it was perceived to be redundant. 
When the podcast expanded or presented new information or was used to demonstrate 
a task, the podcast was perceived to be of value. Participants in this study also 
indicated that podcasts were a way to introduce the instructor to the students and 
provided the “missing” personal element.  
Summary Research Question Three 
The tools used in the online courses were classified into three main categories: 
information delivery, communication, and assessment. Participants’ perceptions of 
value for the tools used depended on how these tools were implemented. Advanced 
organization, course maps, and calendars were viewed as helpful in navigating and 
understanding not only course content and expected outcomes but also course 
structure. Tools used for communicating were not as important as quality of the 
communication itself. Perceptions of value for communication tools used depended 
not only on the tool but also on speed and consistency of communications. When 
participants perceived faculty to be unresponsive, it was the faculty, not the tool used, 
who was perceived to have little educational value. 
Research Question Four 
 Research question four was designed to investigate student approaches to 
learning based on their perceptions and use of online tools. How a student perceives 
the learning environment may influence the choice of approach chosen. Specifically, 
this question asked, “What can be learned about student approaches to learning from 
students’ perception and use of online tools?” 
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The three common approaches to learning, a description based on student 
responses within this study, the frequency among participants in interviews, think-
aloud observations, and online focus groups are contained in Table 27. Reading 
across Table 27, one can see that a strategic approach was the most common 
exhibited by participants. Participants’ comments and perceptions related to this  
Table 27 
Results of Qualitative Analysis: Frequency of Participants’  
Approaches to Learning 
  Frequency of Responses 
Student 
Approach Description 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n =8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n =8 
Strategic  Students do what they believe is needed to pass the tests 
and to finish the projects. The overall focus is on time 
management, the grade, and assessments. 
10 8 1 
Deep The use of online discussions creates an opportunity to 
share opinions with classmates. 
7 4 3 
 Online discussion for group work and teamwork 
involves understanding the material and working well 
with others and aids in the learning process. 
   
 Surface The online environment allows students to cut and paste 
information into something that looks like knowledge. 
Fosters memorization and regurgitation of facts. 
6 7 2 
 
approach expressed a belief that online learning is about “getting the grade.” In order 
to achieve the highest grade, participants focused on time management and 
assessments. Approach to learning appeared to be task–related, with participants 
exhibiting different approaches depending on the perceived or expected educational 
outcomes and value. Perceptions of tasks and tools are related to student approach.  
Participants’ Strategic Approach  
 Perceptions of the online tools and environment included a propensity toward a 
strategic approach to learning. Students exhibiting a strategic approach strategy 
organize their time and work space, follow up on all suggested readings, and schedule 
academic time. The strategic student looks and behaves like the “model student,” yet 
  
140 
his or her focus is often on external rewards, such as high grades, without a concern 
for understanding or application of knowledge. Participants’ strategic approach is 
listed in Table 28 with the frequency in interviews, think-aloud observations, and 
online focus groups. 
Table 28  
Participants’ Strategic Approach to Learning in Interviews,  
Think-aloud Observations, and Online Focus Groups 
  Percentage of Responses 
Student 
Approach Description 
Interviews 
n =11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n =8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n =8 
Strategic  Students do what they believe is needed to pass the tests and 
to finish the projects. The overall focus is on time 
management, the grade, and assessments. 91% 100% 13% 
 
During the interviews, all but one participant stated that online learning allowed 
them to focus primarily on what they believed is needed to pass tests and finish 
projects. These 10 participants expressed the belief that the structure of online 
learning required them to take actions consistent with a strategic approach. The view 
that online courses are “not learning” as much as about “passing and getting it [the 
class] done” was typical of these participants’ strategic approach. The overall focus 
for the strategic student was on time management, grade attainment, and assessments 
and not on the application of knowledge.  
It’s [online learning] OK to fill a requirement. It’s not a way that I would learn. 
I don’t think it’s really an education. I think an education takes much more. 
Student 11, interview 
 
 This is not just the case for participants who normally would exhibit a strategic 
behavior. Participants with a desire for a deep approach also stated that the attributes 
of online learning allowed a strategic approach in many situations. 
Because in the traditional class, even just regurgitating information so to speak 
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is more difficult than in an online class, …[online courses are] sort of ultimate 
open book, because you’ve got all the stuff you’ve ever been given for the class 
plus the Internet. Student 08, interview 
 
Although no particular tool was identified with an individual approach, how 
tools were used for both communication and assessment was related to both the use 
and the perception. Approach based on a perceived level of communication and 
interaction was most notable where discussion forums were graded based on a count 
of the number of postings a student completed, online group work managed through 
discussion forums, and multiple–choice assessments.  
It doesn’t have to be from the readings [discussion postings], it can be a 
response to someone else’s posting, but he wants two postings a week. Now, 
I’m behind in my postings. Everybody’s behind in their [sic] postings, so this 
weekend I will catch up. Student 11, interview 
 
The use of a strategic approach to the online leaning environment appeared to 
be present when participants mentioned negative beliefs regarding engagement and 
communication with faculty and peers. Participants commented that because of lack 
of communication, it became easy to “focus only on getting the assignment done,” 
and although participants expressed a belief that learning takes place during 
“conversation with others,” online learning by its perceived lack of communication 
forces students to be passive and not active participants in the learning process: 
I’m learning to be more self–reliant and work it on my own, rather than 
depend on someone physically teaching me and relying on that conversation. 
Student 04, interview  
 
The “strategic” learner wants clear and concise instructions, along with the 
answers to assessment requirements. This desire for clear and concise information 
was common in all interview cases. 
Concepts can be like, you know when you like read it in a book and then you 
go listen to lecture, you’re like, “oh, I get it!” but you don’t have that. You 
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just read it, and you’re like, OK, now I need to somehow figure out how to 
understand it. Student 05, interview 
 
When participants were asked how they approach learning in the online 
environment, all participants stated that it was best to “manage your time” or to put 
your efforts where they would have the best effect on the grade. Student 08 voiced it 
best when talking about the “rough mental calculation” of worth and “trying to put 
the grade points where they’re important”: 
I mean, even the most altruistic student always looks at how much 
something’s worth, and does at least a sort of rough mental calculation, well, 
this is worth a lot of points but it’s only going to take me this amount of time, 
whereas this other thing is going to take me a bunch of time, it’s not going to, 
and sort of does that, and tries to optimize time and effort. So certainly trying 
to put the grade points where they’re important is useful. Student 08, interview  
 
 Students in the think-aloud observations evidenced strategic approaches to the 
learning in their comments and actions. Eight think-aloud observations contained 
similar comments and actions to those of the interview, because they were the same 
students. Think-aloud observation data were more about the need for organization 
with participants exhibiting or describing organizational techniques: 
I have a file for my summer school and then I have a file for this summer 
school class, because I have two, like I said, and then I have a file for each 
session, and then I have all my different things. I’m pretty crazy organized. 
Student 05, think-aloud observation 
 
 
So then I’ll have the instructions open like this, make sure I do include what 
she says here—make sure I do include this and this, making sure that I did do 
that before I send it out, and then going into the drop box, putting the file in, 
sending it out. Student 07, think-aloud observation 
 
Participants’ Deep Approach 
Interview data suggested that the “deep” learner wants all the same things that 
the other learners want, including access to information and clear and concise 
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communications. Participants’ deep approaches are listed in Table 29. Seven of the 
interview participants expressed a desire to use a deep approach, wanting more than  
Table 29  
Percentages of Participants’ Deep Approach from Interviews, Think-aloud 
Observations, and Online Focus Groups 
  Percentage of Responses 
Student 
Approach Description 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observations 
n =8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n =8 
Deep The use of online discussions creates an opportunity to 
share opinions with classmates. 
64% 50% 38% 
 Online discussion for group work and teamwork involves 
understanding the material and working well with others 
and aids in the learning process. 
   
 
the surface or strategic learner. These deep learners expressed a need for (a) 
communications that are interactive, (b) connections with other students, (c) real-
world application of knowledge, (d) project-based assessments, and (e) an active role 
in their learning. Student 11 expressed the need of the deep learner for 
communication and interaction when asked to define learning.  
Well, to me, an education is the whole experience. It’s about being on 
campus, it’s about interacting with people who are experts in their fields or 
specialize in what they’re doing, it’s about creating these bonds.… It takes a 
place where you can, while you’re in that mode and you’re thinking about the 
subject and you actually get an answer from somebody or you have a 
discussion or somebody disagrees with you. Student 11, interview 
 
The learner exhibiting a deep approach expresses the view, such as that of 
Student 08, that learning is looking for meaning, interacting with other students and 
faculty, relating new and previous knowledge, and linking course content to real life: 
Anything that requires you to either sort of go beyond or to be at least 
synthesizing information from various sources, so oh, this is like that other 
thing we read, or this sort of goes along with this whole idea that so and so 
proposed, whatever. Anything like that that requires something is very useful. 
And again I think that’s stuff that people will do, but it just, there has to be 
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that standard there, for this is what I’m looking for. Student 08, interview 
 
Participants expressed frustration with the online environment and the idea that online 
learning is about “access to information”; for the deep learner, learning is what 
happens when knowledge is applied to a problem. During the interview, Student 03 
expressed frustrations with lists of information that had to be “regurgitated.” What all 
these students appeared to want was interaction and application: 
That doesn’t help. And then the most helpful is making it more interactive, so 
doing interviews with people and then applying what you’ve learned, and I 
think that’s most helpful. Student 03, interview 
 
Common in all these interviews and actions was the desire for interactive 
methods for the delivery, assessment, and evaluation of student learning. When 
participants appeared unsatisfied with the communication and engagement, they 
utilized a strategic or surface approach to learning.  
Interview participants stated that learning was best when they had easy access 
to information, clear and concise directions, and open and rapid communication that 
suited their needs. Participants who expressed a deep approach described these 
communication needs as, in part, a conversation, or a give–and–take of knowledge 
and ideas. Although the majority of comments in this study typically were strategic 
approaches in the presence of multiple–choice assessments, participants who 
expressed a desire to apply new learning also expressed the perception that online 
learning is lacking the assessment mechanisms that provided them the ability to link 
information or show what they had learned. These participants believe that essay 
exams, project–based assignments, and assessments allow them to take a more active 
role, which in turn would help them in their learning. Participants who expressed a 
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deep approach stated that that these elements, especially those promoting an active 
student role, are lacking in the current structure of online classes. 
Statements related to deep approach were limited in the think-aloud 
observations and focused primarily on the use of discussion and other communication 
methods to share information and ideas. In two of the think-aloud observations, 
participants stated the desire for a deeper level of conversation: 
It would be nice to get like a class discussion on what everyone’s getting out 
of the book, and I probably am not reading it as clearly as I need. Student 04, 
think-aloud observation 
 
When the desire for conversation and engagement was met, participants stated 
that this was when they learned the most, as in the case of Student 09 in the online 
focus group. 
I learn in this class from the readings and collaboration with others. I'd have to 
say that I'm learning the most from having to complete the assignments with 
my assigned group. Student 09, online focus group 
 
Participants’ Surface Approach 
 Participants exhibiting a surface approach to learning appeared less concerned 
with the application of knowledge than with assignment completion and grade. The 
surface approach included participants looking for quick test answers, assessment 
over learning, avoidance of difficult sections, and a tendency to “flick through” the 
resource at high speeds in an attempt to gain small pieces of assessment–relevant 
information. Participants’ deep approaches are listed in Table 30. Participants’ 
statements during interviews suggest that they believe online courses promote the use 
of lower level learning by their structural nature. These perceptions were most often 
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Table 30  
Participants’ Surface Approach from Interviews, Think-aloud Observations, and  
Online Focus Groups 
  Percentage of Responses 
Student 
Approach Description 
Interviews 
n=11 
Think-aloud 
observation 
n =8 
Online 
focus 
groups 
n =8 
 Surface The online environment allows students to cut and 
paste information into something that looks like 
knowledge. Fosters memorization and regurgitation of 
facts. 
55% 88% 25% 
 
stated in six of the interviews, when participants were asked their reasons for taking 
an online class and how they defined their learning process. Student 03 described how 
she prepared for the assessment online and how the nature of the assessment, which 
required a short statement or multiple–choice answer, allowed for little application of 
knowledge.  
You don’t even have to memorize it. Yeah. So it’s not, it’s definitely not my 
favorite class. But yeah, I think that’s pretty much the style I’m learning. 
Student 03, interview 
 
Student 03’s comment that the class was “not my favorite class” reflects other 
statements regarding the course and assessments. This student wanted the opportunity 
to show more of what she learned through more meaningful assessments. She wanted 
also to have the opportunity to develop understanding through conversation and 
interaction with the instructor and found that the interaction was missing: 
I think the teacher doesn’t have a good idea of how well his students are 
understanding [sic] the information because he has no face–to–face interaction 
with them… because you can still have discussions with your classmates 
online, so you don’t miss out on that aspect quite as much as you would [in a 
face–to–face class]. Student 03, interview 
 
Student 03’s statement also points to other perceptions of communication 
online. The idea that she does not miss the conversation with students “because you 
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still have discussions with your classmates online” reflects a perception that students 
are more used to the online educational technology. These views of (a) students’ 
familiarity with the technology and (b) faculty’s lack of communication and 
technology skill are discussed further in chapter V.  
Summary of Student Approaches to Learning 
Interview and observation data collected during this study suggest that 
participants’ perceptions of the online class environment lead to strategic approach to 
learning. The strategic approach most commonly was expressed in participants’ 
reason for taking an online class, along with methods they used for study. An 
example of participants’ strategic approach is the statement made by a Student 07 
when asked the reason for selecting an online course: “I am overloaded, taking online 
lets me add extra units without the work or having to go to class… I don’t mind the 
work I just hate going to class.” When Student 02 was asked about what assignments 
work best for learning, the strategic learner talks about the weekly tests: “I learn best 
from the test, you get like seven tries on each question so you can kind of figure it out 
by guessing, the trainings take up time and are boring, so I start with the test.” 
Student 01 exhibiting a more surface approach mentions problem–based assignments 
and the difficulties with them: “the Internet assignments are hard to understand, I 
want better instructions, like what to do. The quizzes say do this, it is simple, the 
assignments say figure this out, I just want to know what to do, better instructions 
would help.” These comments and strategies all point to a focus on assessment and 
strategic the highest grade.  
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Participants who showed a deep approach wanted more from the learning 
experience than those with a surface or strategic approach. The deep learner in this 
study appeared to want assignments that related to real-world problems and 
assessments that allowed to both apply and connect what they had learned to real 
situations.  
Chapter Summary 
 The results presented in this section addressed the four research questions that 
were the basis of the current study. Perceptions of online learning present in the data 
included (a) motivation, (b) cooperative learning, (c) course organization, (d) 
instructor and student engagement, and (e) communications. Communications 
methods and the type, quantity, and quality of communication appeared to influence 
perceptions of value and participants’ approach to learning. Within the courses 
studied, the primary means of communication were e–mail and discussion boards. E–
mail was perceived to be best suited for individual communication; discussion boards 
were best suited to the group or to mass communication. Participants’ approach to 
learning appeared to be influenced by their perceptions. Participants’ perceived nature 
of communication, engagement, and methods of assessment may have “forced” some 
participants to adopt a strategic or surface approach to their online learning.  
Participants in this study mentioned both self–motivation and self–direction in 
the online class as necessary for success. Having to be self–motivated, self–directed, 
and self–regulated was seen to be natural attributes of online learning. These 
attributes were seen as a natural result of the structure of learning online. At the same 
time, participants expressed a desire for the ability to control their own learning 
  
149 
experience through time, place, and interaction. This ability to self–regulate was cited 
as both a reason for engaging in online learning and a disadvantage. The lack of 
external motivation was mentioned both as a disadvantage and as an advantage.  
Cooperative learning was based primarily in discussion forums or group 
writing activities. Participants stated that group and cooperative work have value, yet 
the nature of communication, collaborations, and geographical locations inherent in 
online learning diminish its value in online learning. In all cases, negative perceptions 
of group work revolved around issues of little, missed, or inconsistent communication 
with peers and faculty; however, perceptions of group work as a tool of learning 
remained positive. Participants perceived discussion forums related to course 
assignments to lack the interaction of traditional face–to–face discussion, describing 
them as a hindrance to group work, group discussion, and cooperative learning. 
Perceptions of online discussion forums included the ability to rely on the work of 
other students for short and fast answers. Where discussion boards were perceived to 
be useful was in community building and student–to–student conversation; discussion 
boards for general support or frequently asked questions (FAQ) also were perceived 
positively. 
Participants’ positive perceptions of online learning appear to occur when the 
student is engaged in the learning process with faculty or peers. Perceptions of 
instructor engagement were linked to the participants’ perceptions of communication: 
when the faculty member was perceived to be “present” in the learning conversation, 
engagement was perceived to be positive. Additionally, when faculty was engaged 
and communicative participants were more likely to exhibit a deep approach to the 
learning. Participants’ deep approach was noticeable especially with assessments 
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where participants stated they were actively engaged in their own learning. In these 
cases of increased engagement, participants appeared to favor a deep approach to 
learning. 
 Possible reasons for the issues associated with communication, engagement, 
and organizational perceptions are addressed in the next chapter. Methods to 
overcome the negative perceptions based on the data collected, including tools and 
additional resources, are discussed in the next chapter as recommendations.  
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CHAPTER V 
 
SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe students' experiences and 
perceptions of online courses using student reflections in interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups. Specifically, this study was concerned with the 
effect of the online learning environment on students’ perceptions during the learning 
process, the tools used, and how these perceptions affect the selection their approach 
to learning.  
Summary of the Findings 
I examined participants’ responses in interviews, think-aloud observations, 
and online focus groups; categorization of responses was based on the tools 
mentioned, statements of value, and perceptions of positive or negative effect on 
learning. The think-aloud observations and online focus groups served to confirm or 
add insights to data collected during the interview process. Sixteen undergraduate 
students who had completed or were enrolled in an online course at one of two 
universities participated in the study. Of the 16 students, 11 participated in the 
interview process, 8 in the observations, and 8 in online focus groups. Three students 
participated in all three data-collection methods, five students participated in two of 
the data-collection methods, and eight students participated in only one data-
collection method.  
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Analysis of the data from interviews, think-aloud observations, and online 
focus groups produced five major findings. These five findings are (a) the role of 
communication in shaping perceptions and actions of students, (b) how technology is 
used not the technology determines its value, (c) the role of course organization for 
students success, (d) approaches to learning are shaped by students perceptions as are 
students determination of academic quality, and (e) students use nonacademic 
resources because of ease and familiarity.  
 The role of communication in online learning took many forms and was 
dominate in every data-collection method. Although students took online courses 
because they wanted independence and self-regulation, they also stated a desire for 
concise directions on everything from assignments and assessments to when and how 
to access course information. The expectations for communication went beyond just a 
need for direction. All of the participants expresed a view that faculty was “missing” 
from the educational conversation. How instructors communicate online was 
perceived to a limitation of online learning. When communication was perceived 
lacking, participants lower their approach learning electing for more strategic or 
surface learning. 
 Participants did not perceive the negative attributes of technology to be inherent 
in the technology so much as to its use and implementation. What participants 
expected was that communication technologies would be used in ways familiar to 
them and in providing a timely response to participants’ educational needs. Indeed, 
poor technology implementation was mentioned in association with the lack of 
organizational structure found in some online instruction. In interviews, think-aloud 
observations, and online focus groups, participants expressed the perception that 
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faculty lacking in technology skills were likely to use or implement technology in a 
way that resulted in confusion.  
All 16 participants stated that the main reasons for pursuing online instruction 
were flexibility and self–control within the learning environment. Participants 
perceived online learning to be a convenient alternative to traditional classroom 
learning but indicated that convenience came with a price: in gaining independence, 
self–directed learning, they were losing direction from and communication with 
instructors. In some instances, this tradeoff was perceived to decrease the educational 
and academic value of the learning experience. For these participants, academic value 
was perceived to come from interaction and engagement from peers and faculty. 
Participants indicated that without necessary direction from faculty online learning 
allows for an approach to learning that is more surface– or strategic–oriented than is 
the case in the traditional face–to–face classroom experience.  
The resources provided by universities for students research and information 
gathering were perceived to of less value then nonacademic tools. The use of 
nonacademic database sources was especially true when participants were asked to 
use online databases to perform research. During the think-aloud observations, 
participants used Google® and Wikipedia® before those resources provided by the 
university. When asked to explain their use, participants stated that Google® and 
other free tools are familiar and do not have the access restriction placed on them that 
university systems have. Additionally, participants stated that the university tools 
were cumbersome and hard to navigate.  
In summary, tools used for communicating or conducting research were not as 
important as the communication itself. Perceptions of value for any tools used 
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depended not on the tool but on the speed and consistency of communications. 
Participants did not perceive the negative or positive attributes of tools or technology 
to be inherent to the technology itself, but to its use and implementations. When 
faculty were perceived to be unresponsive, it was not the tool that was perceived to be 
of little educational use but the level of communication. When faculty were perceived 
missing from the educational conversation the academic quality was perceived 
diminished compared with face-to-face instruction. When the academic quality was 
perceived low, participants exhibited a strategic or surface approach to the learning.  
Limitations 
Given the small sample size, caution is needed when generalizing the findings 
from this setting to different instructional settings. This study sought to explore 
student perceptions of online learning and the tools used in online instruction. 
Possible limitations to my study include the participant selection, participant 
characteristics, course characteristics, and the qualitative research methods. Course 
selection is of a particular concern in relation to the first university (S1). S1’s 
commitment to online education is limited as is the support of online participants and 
faculty. A university with higher ratio of online courses may have produced different 
results.  
The methods used to collect the data also are of concern. These methods 
included the use of an undergraduate research assistant in conducting interviews and 
think-aloud observations and participants’ lack of completion of directions during the 
online focus groups. The requirement of a research assistant separated me as primary 
researcher from the participants. This separation was understandable due to my role 
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as an instructor at S1 and potential conflicts or stress on the part of participants that 
might arise from my role. The lack of direct contact, however, limited the follow-up 
questions and the ability to ask more focused questions during the interview process. 
Each of these possible limitations is discussed further in this section.  
Participation in this study was limited to students who had completed or were 
currently enrolled in an online class at the time of data collection. Participation at S1 
was primarily from the Summer Online course program sponsored by the School of 
Arts and Sciences. Classes in this program last for 5 weeks during the summer and 
are limited to 15 students per section. S1 had set the enrolllment cap for online classes 
at 15 in a belief that communication with students online requires faculty to be more 
engaged than in the traditional face-to-face environment. Faculty generally teach two 
course or four sections a session combining the students into one online class. The 
cap of 15 students was implemented to allow for a higher rate of pay for faculty 
teaching online. Operations and Management Information Systems 17 (OMIS17) was 
the exception to this rule, OMIS 17 was taught during the normal academic term and 
consisted of a 10-week quarter. Courses at the second university (S2) were conducted 
in the Fall of 2009, these course were half session courses lasting 5 weeks with 
limited enrollment.  Training and support for faculty and students involved in online 
learning was limited and voluntary. Had this study been conducted at a university or 
college with a higher commitment to online instruction or a higher percentage of 
online courses, the results may have been different. I believe, however, that 
perceptions, implications, and requirements for faculty communication would not 
have been different except that more positive statements regarding communication 
would have been present. Although the number of participants was small with 16 
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total, I believe that the interviews combined with confirming data from think-aloud 
observations and online focus groups yielded a rich set of data that gives a voice to 
students within the online environment.  
Because I am a member of the faculty at S1, a trained research assistant 
conducted interviews and think-aloud observations at S1. The research assistant was 
selected from the upper division undergraduate student population in S1’s psychology 
department. SI’s commitment to research and training in its psychology department 
made this the natural place to look for a research assistant. In addition to interviews 
and think-aloud observations, the research assistant was instrumental in posting 
questions and guiding students from both sites, S1 and S2, in the online focus groups. 
Training of the research assistant was ongoing. After each interview and think-aloud 
observation, I would meet to review the transcripts and the process used. The 
unfamiliarity of the interview topic and think-aloud observation process, especially 
for online research, at times caused discomfort for the research assistant. The result 
was that sometimes she leapt to unwarranted conclusions during the process; at other 
times, she tried to fill the voids in conversation with statements, comments, or 
questions. In reviewing the transcripts, I found that there were places where I as a 
researcher would have asked more follow–up or clarifying questions. The lack of 
follow–up may have come from the fact that the research assistant, being a peer of the 
participants, was more familiar with the terms and dialogue used in conversation. In 
other cases, the research assistant appeared to lack self-confidence or authority 
resulting in less follow-up and clarification. In reviewing the data from S2, where I 
was able to conduct the interviews, I found that the depth and breadth of the 
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conversation were greater than in the interviews and think-aloud observations from 
S1 conduced by the research assistant.  
The use of focus groups in this research is another possible limitation. The 
first attempt at focus groups was to hold them face-to-face. Face-to-face focus groups 
proved unsuccessful; notwithstanding commitments from participants, face-to-face 
groups were not attended. Online focus groups produced valuable data, yet lacked the 
participation that was expected. Within the two online focus groups, none of the 
participants completed all the assigned tasks. The lack of completion especially was 
noticeable where participants were asked to respond or comment on other 
participants’ postings. At the completion of data collection, only one participant had 
commented on the postings. The online focus groups were more like open-ended 
surveys delivered through the Internet.  
The setting for this study also may be a factor in its limitations. Each of the 
institutions selected for the study are midsized, religiously affiliated private 
universities in Northern California. S1 has limited online instruction and does not 
offer any fully online undergraduate degree or certification programs. Excluding one 
undergraduate class in Organization and Management Information Systems (OMIS), 
S1’s online classes are held during a special summer program. S1 and S2 offer 
limited support for faculty and students taking online courses outside of its normal 
technology support system. The selection of S1 and S2 was based primarily on the 
access I was granted as a faculty member at S1. Other universities that offer a 
majority of classes online or a high percentage of online classes might produce a 
different set of results. Had this study been conducted at a university with a greater 
percentage of online courses, increased training for online instructors, or provided a 
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set of standards for online instruction, the results might have been different. I believe 
that the importance of communication from a student perspective would remain the 
same. How students view and use communication technology versus the use of the 
same tools by faculty appears consistent with other studies (Allen & Seaman, 2008; 
Bond, Fevyer, & Pitt, 2004; Edventures, 2009). Specifically these studies assert that 
students are more familiar with communications technology than are faculty. 
Familiarity, however, does not imply knowledge or use on the part of students or a 
lack of ability on the part of faculty.  
Training and instruction for S1 faculty occurs on a one–on–one basis with an 
Instructional Technology Resource Specialist (ITRS). The limited faculty support, 
training, and implementations of online learning at S1 may have been a factor in the 
results achieved. An institutional culture that does not necessarily value the use of 
online instruction could have influenced the perceptions of the students. This lack of 
support and understanding was evident in the way faculty interacted when provided 
online support and guidance through S1’s Course Management System (CMS). In 
effect, there was little interaction at all. Faculty teaching online at S1 were provided 
an online discussion group for support and training. Of all the threads posted to the 
discussion forums, only I posted on issues related to online interactions with students, 
links to online teaching resources, or research on learning. A member of the 
Instructional Technology Resource Specialist (ITRS) staff posted a single document 
listing differences between “digital natives” and “digital immigrants.” Questions 
regarding student enrollment, faculty pay in relation to the number of students, and 
intellectual property rights of faculty dominated the online conversations. Conducting 
research in an educational environment that uses online instruction on a limited basis 
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and where online instruction is viewed as supplemental to the educational mission 
may have colored the result.  
Another possible limitation in this study may have been the criteria for 
assessing student approaches to learning. Each of the independent experts used to 
code the data was provided a description of the varying levels: deep, strategic, and 
surface as defined by Biggs (1979) and Entwistle and Ramsden (1983). The original 
goal was to code each participant at a given level. What was found instead was that, 
depending on the task and students’ perception of the task, participants approached 
the learning at differing levels. Although the interview participants were each coded 
with a “dominate” approach, agreement was never reached between the coders that 
would allow a single approach to be assigned to one individual.  Eventually, although 
many of the approaches used appeared to be determined by technology, task, or other 
outside factor, approaches were marked with one of three levels: strategic, surface, or 
deep. Reaching a consensus on task and approach was not as difficult as would be 
assumed; faculty found it easy to “grade” a student’s response or comment with a 
level of approach. In the future research, having students take an assessment of 
approach may allow for a better understanding of student actions in relation to 
selection of approach. Instruments such as the Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) or 
the revised version (Biggs, 1987) are free and open to faculty for classroom and 
research purposes.  
Discussion of the Findings 
Data analysis from this study produced five primary findings across the four 
research questions. Discussions of the findings from this study are organized around 
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these five findings. The first finding is the role of communication in shaping students’ 
perceptions and approach to learning. The second finding is that participants did not 
perceive the negative attributes of technology to be inherent to the technology itself 
but in its use and implementations. Included in this second finding is that the tools 
used were not as important as the quality of communication and that the value 
assigned by students to any tool is influenced by the way the tool is implemented. The 
third is that course organization is key to student learning and success. The fourth is 
that student’ approaches to learning appeared to be shaped by both the structure of the 
learning environment and the nature of assessments used in the online environment. 
Included in this fourth finding is students’ perception of online learning as being less 
academically rigorous than their experiences in face–to–face education. The fifth is 
that students use nonacademic resources to locate information rather than the 
university library. 
The Role of Communication: Expectations, Preconceptions, and Approach 
 
Students’ perceptions of communication were linked to their expectations of 
the online environment and beliefs about online communication, and how faculty set 
communication expectations and response systems was shown to affect these 
perceptions. This view of communication and students’ perceptions is consistent with 
the current research on student communications in the online environment. Wang and 
Reseta (2001) reported that misunderstandings often occurred from divergent 
expectations, worldviews, and values between faculty and students or between 
students. Additionally, Wang and Reseta reported that distrust of the technology and 
uncertainties in the collaborative process influenced students’ perception of 
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communication. Within this study, students’ familiarity with and expectations and use 
of communication tools often differed from that of the faculty. Newberry (2005) 
reported that the success of discussions in online classes depended on whether the 
technology used to support students’ communication met their learning needs and 
expectations. This view is confirmed by the current study. 
Many researchers have suggested that online faculty must know how to 
support communication, collaboration, and interaction through the use online tools 
(Davis & Niederhauser, 2007). The importance of this recommendation was evident 
in the comments of participants in this study who expected faculty to be present in the 
online discussions, to provide timely and personal feedback, and to incorporate new 
communications technologies.  Some participants within this study went so far as to 
suggest that a lack of communication and interaction decreased the academic quality 
and value of online learning.  Pervious research has recommended that online faculty 
provide this timely instructor-student communication (Davis & Niederhauser). 
Studies have shown that faculty who provide quick responses to students and are 
available can improve student confidence and raise the level of student approach to 
learning and the potential completion of online courses (Poellhuber, Chomienne, & 
Karsenti, 2008; Richardson & Price, 2003; Richardson & Newby, 2006). Participants 
in this study indeed did expect consistent and open communication between 
themselves and faculty. Additionally participants expected quick responses from 
faculty to their questions and quick feedback on assignments. The need for what 
participants expressed as quick feedback, quick response, or timely communication 
was not defined. What participants meant by quick feedback, quick response, or 
timely communication was not followed up during the data-collection process and 
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thus is unknown. Other researcher have defined appropriate response time at between 
12 and 24 hours (Barnard, Paton, & Rose, 2008; Bender, 2003; Clark & Mayer, 2003; 
Eckstein, Whale, & Eckstein, 2007). 
Davis and Niederhauser (2007) had recommended that online faculty maintain 
frequent contact and monitor student progress in online courses. These 
recommendations were supported by participants in this study who expressed a belief 
that instructors “are not present in the discussion, do not know how their students are 
doing, and do not teach” (see chapter IV).  Participants expressed a desire for more 
personal communication, not just general postings directed to the whole class.  
Participants used communication tools in ways often unfamiliar to faculty; 
popular examples are text messaging, Facebook® and Twitter®. Like their peers, at 
other undergraduate universities, they are part of what Coats (2007) and Prensky 
(2001) have called the most connected generation ever to enter the university system. 
How faculty use and understand communication technology appears different than 
how students use and understand the technology. Differences between faculty use and 
student perceptions of faculty use were born out by participant perceptions within this 
study. Like Coates and Prensky, participants viewed faculty, justly or unjustly to 
misuse, underuse, or misunderstand the uses of communications technologies. The 
results of this lack of technology use by faculty were seen in the way faculty 
communicate with students. This miscommunication reported in chapter IV had a 
negative effect on students’ perceptions of their learning, their choice of approach, 
and academic quality.  
Other researchers have noted that students often “over report’ their 
technological proficiency (Smith, Salaway, & Caruso, 2009). Notwithstanding that 
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participants over reported their skills, participant expectations of technology use far 
outweighed their experience in the online course. In some cases, the participants 
vastly overmatched their instructors communications expectations, use, and 
knowledge. The possibility that faculty expectations of communication technology 
did not match those of participants was evidenced by comments from all 16 
participants that communication was lacking or missing in online education to 
varying degrees. That faculty lack the level of technology skill is a common theme in 
the educational research. Organizations such as the Association for Advancement of 
Computing In Education (AACE) and the Society for Information Technology and 
Teacher Education (SITE) devote vast resources to publishing articles, sponsoring 
conferences, and reports on how better to train and teach faculty to use technology in 
educational settings.  
The primary means of communication, dialogue, or instruction in this study 
was the use of online discussion forums followed by electronic-mail (e-mail). 
Discussion forums used as the primary means of educational communication are 
consistent with current research that finds online discussion forums to be the medium 
of choice for learning dialogue (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007; Bender, 2003; Palmer, 
Holt, & Bray, 2008). The educational value of discussion forums as a tool is often 
linked to the task or instructional methods used. Research (Kanuka, Rourke, & 
Laflamme, 2007) suggests the most common tasks are  (a) arguments, discussions, 
and debates, (b) conceptual conflicts and dilemmas, (c) sharing ideas with others, (d) 
materials and measures targeted toward solutions, (e) reflections and concept 
investigation, (f) meeting student needs, and (g) making meaningful, real-life 
examples. Several well-established instructional methods contain these types of 
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activities including group assignments, debates, and invited expert. Participants stated 
that online group work, whether through forums or e-mail, contained little value as 
collaborative assignments. These participants explained (see chapter IV) that a lack of 
communication and engagement with other students resulted in frustrations. 
Frustrations included incompatible locations, time, and a complete lack of response 
from others in the group. One result of these frustrations was a lack of dialogue 
among group participants.  
Research on distance learning methods has considered dialogue to be an 
essential element of human learning (Gorsky & Caspi, 2005). This dialogue includes 
interactions between students and teachers, exchanges between students, interactions 
between students and others not directly involved in their learning processes, and 
dialogue with oneself in the form of reflective thought (Webb, Jones, Barker, & van 
Schaik, 2004). The perceptions of participants that faculty are missing from the 
communication process, not responding to questions, that online discussions lack the 
effect of face–to–face instruction, or that online discussions are characterized by low 
levels of engagement and feedback may be in part due to different patterns of use 
between faculty and students. For participants, the Internet and modern 
communication technology are instant: instant communication, instant answers, 
instant learning, and instant accessibility. The patterns of uses represented by 
participants’ instant connections were in conflict with communications patterns and 
practices of online faculty.  
 In investigating student expectations of use in comparison to the use and 
expectations of faculty, there are few studies that compare attitude, use, and 
perception of faculty with those of students. Although conducted in 2001, nearly 10 
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years ago, Gallini and Barron, (2002) looked at faculty use and perceptions compared 
with those of students. Gallini and Barron’s, purpose was to ascertain current 
practices, beliefs, and perceptions of instructors designing course and users (the 
students) of the on-line tools in their courses. Just looking at communication, Gallini 
and Barron stated that 70% of faculty reported above average levels of competency. 
In comparing communication between face-to-face and online, 40% said 
communications with their students increased with 30% saying it was about the same. 
When measuring engagement between faculty and students, 60% of the faculty 
reported more engaged in the course as a result of working online, with 40% being 
less engaged.  Fifty percent of the faculty perceived the students to be more engaged. 
The findings of Gallini and Barron are striking in their differences and similarities to 
the findings presented in chapter IV of this study. In chapter IV, 100% of students 
reported that communication was missing or lacking at some time. Student to faculty 
engagement was almost reversed with students believing faculty were less engaged. 
What accounts for these differences and similarities may be the expectations and 
beliefs that students bring to online environments from past educational experiences. 
Participants perceived online learning as having different requirements from 
those of the traditional face-to-face classroom experience.  How students learn online 
was perceived by these students to be almost in isolation from their peers and the 
instructor. Although participants stated that they learn best from conversation with 
other students and faculty, they also stated that online learning is an independent act 
requiring self-reliance and self-regulation. This view of online learning is consistent 
with other research that found that online students are faced with a different system of 
learning often unfamiliar to them (Stanford-Bowers, 2008). Students in this situation 
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find online learning a new medium that is very different from classroom instruction. 
Although accustomed to new technologies in their social life, that is, technology as a 
dominant means of communication, online instruction presents another set of 
requirements separate from the traditional classroom. Students within this study 
stated that they “were learning to be self-reliant” (see chapter IV) and thus 
responsible for their own learning.  
Coates (2007) suggested providing feedback is essential to educating the 
Generation Y learner. This feedback allows them to know when they are headed in 
the right direction and when they are getting off-track. The balance between student 
self-reliance and instructor guidance may be more difficult online from the instructor 
perspective. How to manage large amounts of e-mail and students’ communication 
expectations can be a difficult proposition. The online environment by its nature of 
any time or any place can thus become a transforming experience for the online 
student in its reliance upon self and other learners as opposed to the traditional view 
of the instructor as the authority or expert. The perception that online learning 
requires self-reliance was contrasted with flexibility and convenience. Although 
participants wanted the flexibility and convenience of any time or any place they also 
wanted the instructor to be there with them.  
 In the face-to-face classroom, students are required to attend classes. The 
requirement of a time place and place for learning in the face-to-face class provided 
participants with an organized structure. Online learning by its nature is perceived to 
lack this imposed structure. Participants stated that although they can do homework 
and assignments at their own pace, not having someone to “force” them to do the 
work was a disadvantage. These participants believe online instruction to require 
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dedication and diligence on the part of students. This view is consistent with current 
research (Kerr, Rynearson, & Kerr, 2006) that suggest some students are better 
prepared for online learning than others. 
 Noticeable in the research (Godwin, Thorpe, & Richardson, 2008; Gorsky & 
Caspi, 2005; Herrera, Mendoza, & Maldonado, 2008; Horn & Bruning, 2004; Hosie, 
Schibeci, & Backhaus, 2005; Kanuka et al., 2007; Kerr et al., 2006) regarding the 
success of some online methods and programs is the level of technology expertise and 
interaction of faculty involved. In each of these studies, the faculty actively 
participated in the discussions and the research. The level of faculty participation, 
engagement, and skill seen in these studies may not be present in other online 
learning situations. The view that online educators and faculty are proficient 
technologically, testing new ground, and innovating with the learning environment is 
possibly false. Although faculty present innovations at conferences and report on 
innovations in publications, generalizing to the larger populations of online educators 
is tenuous at best (Edventures, 2009). Edventures reported that the majority of online 
courses remain text based with little discussion or faculty engagement. The view that 
online classes remain dominantly text-based was evidenced in the way students 
described the delivery of instruction.  
The Implementation of Technology: Not the Technology 
What tools are used in online instruction may not be as important as the way 
the tools are implemented and understood within the context of online instruction. 
Current research supports this finding (Creanor, Trinder, Gowan, & Howells, 2006), 
along with an understanding that technology is central to the lives of students and, 
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therefore, also to their studies. Students have high expectations of how they should 
learn, selecting the technologies and learning environments that best meet their needs 
with a sophisticated understanding of how to manipulate these technologies to their 
advantage. These findings are confirmed in the current study. Participants reported 
technology stress not because of their lack of understanding or familiarity with the 
technology but because faculty misused, misunderstood, or poorly implemented the 
technology. Poor implantation and misuse of technology especially was apparent 
when faculty used collaborative tools for individual assignments or when faculty 
attempted to adjust the CMS interface design. Adjusting the design in the CMS is 
something that some CMS providers allow. Participants did not welcome changes 
including the renaming or elimination of navigational elements mentioned in chapter 
IV. Interface design is a science itself; participants appeared to want to find things 
where they looked for them or where they expected. Changes to the interface, 
navigation, or functionality of elements were shown to cause stress and frustrations.  
How students use information technology and their perceptions of information 
technology in the learning environment has been an area of study and concern for 
universities (Ellis & Goodyear, 2010). The largest regularly conducted measure of 
students’ use and opinions of information technology was conducted by the Educause 
Center for Applied Research (ECAR; Smith et al., 2009), which began their surveys 
in 2004. For its 2009 Web–based survey, approximately 30,000 students at over 100 
universities answered a mix of quantitative and open–ended questions. Additionally, 
data from 62 students from 4 universities were collected through the use of online 
focus groups. 
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The 2009 ECAR (Smith et al., 2009) study sought to understand students’ 
ownership, use of and skill with information technology, experience with information 
technology in courses, and perceptions about how information technology contributes 
to their academic experience. The ECAR study defined ownership as actual 
possession of Internet ready or other technology devices such as cell phone and 
laptops. Although the survey focused on Internet–capable handheld devices, the 
picture of student information technology use and opinions provides a potential basis 
for understanding student use and expectations of technology. Comparisons of 
comments and findings between the ECAR study and the current study show many 
similarities in the attitudes, opinions, and perceptions of students. Further comparing 
data from both studies on students’ use and expectations of technology against those 
of faculty may help explain the perceptions of participants within this study and in 
general. 
One area of commonality between the ECAR (Smith et al., 2009) and the 
current study is the use of audio or podcasts to deliver instruction. Participants 
mentioned podcasts within their classes noting that they were missing in most cases. 
For these participants, podcasting used to explain concepts, expand on course themes, 
and present new ideas were viewed positively. One use not mentioned in the research 
was the use of video podcasts to introduce the course and professor to the class. In 
two of the online courses (ENGL and SOCI), the faculty provided an introduction to 
the course and themselves through the use of recorded multimedia. These 
introductions were well received by participants.  
The use and implementation of podcasting is difficult to discuss as only three 
classes used any form of video or audio podcasting (see chapter IV). In the ENGL 
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class, only a single podcast was provided to introduce the instructor and class 
requirements to students. In the one section of SOCI, video, audio, or multimedia 
podcasting accompanied every lesson. In the OMIS class, multimedia podcasting was 
used to demonstrate processes in Microsoft Excel®. Both the SOCI class and the 
OMIS class were taught by me and relied heavily on the use of multimedia. The 
multimedia introduction for ENGL was made in a workshop taught by me in 2005. 
As noted in chapter IV, participants expressed a desire to “see the instructor.” I have 
promoted the use of video podcasts to help make a personal connection with the 
students. In the classes that used podcasts to make a connection, the faculty and the 
students report that it is successful. Although podcasting is considered to be a 
standard tool for online instruction (Dabbagh, 2007; Williams, Foulger, & Wetzel, 
2009), its use is limited in most cases by instructors lack of technology skill 
(Williams et al.) Reports of institutions using a moderate level of podcasting place its 
use at only 9% with 49% stating that it is not used at all (Parsad & Lewis, 2008). One 
of the problems with online learning is that participants reported they could walk 
right by the professor and not recognizing him or her. Having no connection with the 
faculty produced a sense of isolation on the part of participants. Video, audio, or 
multimedia podcasting can provide a personal connection between the faculty and the 
student. Citing a case that happened in my SOCI class, which is not empirical 
evidence, while at an amusement park with my two boys, ages 10 and 11, a young 
woman walked up to me and asked, “Are you Professor Armstrong?” I said yes, and 
she handed me her iPod, it was playing the latest lecture from my class. She said that 
she “carried” me around, stating, “It’s like having a teacher in my pocket,” and it 
helped her “better understand the material.” This student noted also that she felt a 
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“personal” connection noting that she was able to recognize both my voice and face 
from the podcast, not just reading information and studying alone. 
Course Organization and the Keys to Success 
Students’ perceptions of both faculty organization and general course 
organization are linked to students’ success and positive perceptions of online 
learning (Wickersham & McGee, 2008). Course organization was perceived 
positively, when there was a clear and concise structure to the course. Within this 
study, the Angel® and Blackboard® course management systems were used. Each of 
these CMS allows faculty to structure the primary content using folders, links, and 
other organizational tools. Positive perceptions were most associated with content 
arranged or divided into folders based on weeks. Confusion was noted in student 
perceptions when content was placed in a random order, or when changes in the 
interface conflicted with students’ expectations. In both cases, confusion appeared 
related to the instructor’s lack of technical ability or understanding. 
Approaches to Learning and the Online Environment: Structure and Assessment 
One area of particular concern was whether or not perceptions of the online 
learning environments and the tools used effected students’ approach to learning. 
Research linking perception to approach within the traditional face–to–face classroom 
has found that how students perceive (a) the nature of assessment, (b) learning 
outcomes, (c) purpose of educational tasks, and (d) assessments affect the choice of 
approach (Biggs, 1976, 1979, 1987, 1999; Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 
1983; Entwistle & Smith, 2002; Ramsden, 1992; Richardson, 2003, 2005; Snelgrove 
& Slater, 2003). Until recently, large–scale studies of students’ perceptions and the 
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effect of these perceptions on online learning technologies have been lacking. Ellis 
and Goodyear (2010) investigated the perceptions students held of online and blended 
learning implementations, with a focus on how these perceptions influenced students’ 
approaches. The findings of this study are consistent with those of Ellis and 
Goodyear. Ellis and Goodyear’s sample consisted of over 4,500 students, who 
between them completed over 5,000 close–ended questionnaires, 400 open–ended 
questionnaires, and 45 in–depth interviews.  
Ellis and Goodyear (2010) reported that students in online learning responded 
more with a surface approach than any other. Where the current study differs from 
Ellis and Goodyear is in its attempt to investigate student experiences of design for 
learning, students’ perceptions of the resources for online learning, and the role of 
communication in the selection of approach to learning. Participants in the current 
study were found to be mostly strategic in their approach. Students exhibiting a 
strategic approach have two distinct focuses of concern: (a) the academic content and 
(b) the demands of the assessment system (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983). These 
participants were followed by deep and then a surface approach. The lack of a 
strategic approach in the classifications presented by Ellis and Goodyear make it 
difficult to draw a direct correlation to this study. Notwithstanding the lack of a 
strategic classification, reviewing the data presented by Ellis and Goodyear, there are 
numerous examples of a strategic approach on the part of what they classified as 
surface. The classification of surface and deep, excluding the strategic or middle 
ground may have been a result of combining numerous studies together.  
Primary among the current study’s findings related to students’ approach is 
that participants’ approaches were not consistent but are dependent on the learning 
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task at hand. Variation in student approach is consistent with other literature on the 
subject of approach, both within traditional education and online instruction (Biggs, 
1976, 1999; Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Entwistle & Smith, 2002; 
Ramsden, 1992; Richardson, 2005; Snelgrove & Slater, 2003). Participants expressed 
a belief that online learning by its nature allowed for a “forced” or a strategic 
approach to learning, that is, one based on access to small pieces of information from 
multiple sources. The nature of online communications also played a role in the 
selection of student approach. When instructors were perceived to be “missing” from 
the educational conversation, student actions and comments appeared less than deep. 
Participants’ high levels of engagement or a deep approach to learning appeared more 
when instructors were perceived to engage with students and encourage 
communication. 
How students are assessed also may affect their approach to learning. 
Participants’ in this study stated that multiple–choice assessments online are like the 
ultimate open book and require little or no application of knowledge or preparation. 
When participants’ talked about learning and assessments, they expressed a desire to 
show what they had learned through the application of knowledge using assessments 
that were project– or discussion–based or essays. Discussion–based assessments 
where the faculty was not present, or a count of postings, were seen to encourage 
strategic and surface approaches even in students who had expressed a desire for a 
deep approach to the learning. 
Academic Quality 
All 16 participants noted that the reason for taking an online class was 
convenience and flexibility. Additionally, participants stated that taking a course 
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online allowed them a course they normally would not have an opportunity to take 
due to time, travel, or other restrictions.  This view that online learning allows 
students who would otherwise not have the opportunity to take the class entry to the 
class is common (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Castells, Frenandez-Ardevol, Qio, & Sey, 
2007; Edventures, 2009; Ellis & Goodyear, 2010). What was surprising was a belief 
that online learning was less academically rigorous or in some way inferior to 
traditional face-to-face instruction because of its flexibility and convenience. The 
view of participants that learning requires interaction and communication with others 
compared with the isolation of online learning points to the communication 
discussion above. How students and faculty communicate online, share information, 
and engage with the content may differ from the face-to-face environment, yet 
learning appears to remain the same. What online learning does require is faculty who 
are sensitive to their online students’ needs and are able to detect cues, such as 
decreased activity level, diminished quality, and delayed responses (Stanford-Bowers, 
2008), which may indicate frustrations with organization, the learning environment, 
and other issues related to this type of instruction. 
Quality education was perceived by participants to be related to the type of 
activity, methods of instruction, and amount and consistency of communication. For 
some participants (see chapter IV), online education was viewed be of a lower 
standard than traditional face-to-face instruction. The view of these participants was 
that learning is something done through conversation and interaction. These 
participants perceived the lack of communication, independence, and self-reliance to 
be a deterrent to their learning. Quality online education has been a concern of online 
educators for some time (Tiffin & Rajasingham, 1995). Quality in online learning is 
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often linked in the research with conversation (Alonso-Tapia & Pardo, 2006; Bangert, 
2004; Barnard, Paton, & Rose, 2008; Bender, 2003; Horn & Bruning, 2004; Kim & 
Bateman, 2010; Means et al., 2009) and faculty engagement. Participants in this study 
shared the belief that knowledge is constructed socially through interaction and 
experimentation with others. Participants possessing this belief that knowledge is 
constructed socially gave negative perceptions when faced with little or no 
interaction. The nature of online classes undertaken by participants was isolated, self-
reliant, and independent of others. If online education is to be valued, then faculty 
need to be more engaged with students.  
Students Use Nonacademic Resources for Information: Library? 
An additional finding related to online tools is in regard to students’ use of 
online resources. When students were participating in the think-aloud observations, it 
was noted that they would avoid research databases and reference sources provided 
by the university library. A search of ERIC, Library, Information Science & 
Technology Abstracts, and PsycINFO for articles on students’ use of electronic 
databases using the term “students” and “electronic databases” delivered 97 results. A 
review of the abstracts from the last 2 years, 2007 through 2009, suggests that online 
students want these resources to be easily accessible, provide full–text online 
material, and be supported through relevant resources. Additionally, online students 
want to be provided with help in using online resources and well–designed interfaces 
and access. Participants stated that none of these conditions were present with the 
library resources they were provided; instead, access was intermittent and 
cumbersome, training for distance students was nonexistent, and navigation and 
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search required a familiarity with the content they did not possess. Thus although the 
research findings appeared to be supported from a review of the abstracts, the 
suggested practices were not yet implemented at the sites used in this study. 
Implications 
 Implications of this study are divided into two sections (a) methodological 
implications and (b) implications for practice. Methodological implications involve 
the methods used to gather the data and how these methods were effective or 
ineffective for the online environment. The Internet and online learning in general 
may require a different set of methods than traditional educational research. How 
researchers access participants and gather qualitative data in the online environment 
may even require a more flexible set of rules. Implications for design and faculty 
training are a special concern of mine. Coming from a background in instructional 
technology training for higher education faculty, I particularly am interested in how 
to better match the technology, skills, and expectations of faculty to the needs of 
online students.  
Methodological Implications for Research 
 Methods used in conducting this study may have implications for how 
educational research is conducted in the online environment. How this study was 
conducted may be part of the limitations of this and other studies of online education. 
These limitations may be due not only to the nature of the online environment but 
also to the way educators and students perceive online instruction.  Methodological 
implications for research include (a) small sample size and how the sample might be 
enlarged in future studies through the use of e–mail interviewing, (b) the use of online 
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communications technology, other than e–mail, for interviewing, (c) the use and 
value of the think–aloud observation, and (d) the use of online data collection for 
researching students’ perceptions of online environments.  
 Although the potential pool of participants for this study consisted of over 250 
students, the number of students for this study was only 16, mixed between three 
levels of data collection (see chapter III). Students’ willingness to participate in face–
to–face interviews may have contributed to the small number of participants. 
Notwithstanding the concerns of verification and protection of human subjects, e–
mail may provide a tool for interviewing and collecting rich and interactive narratives 
regarding online learning and instruction. James (2007) made the case that e–mail as 
a qualitative method has the potential for increasing reflexivity by providing both the 
time and space for academics to construct, reflect upon, and learn from stories of 
experience. In addition to the reflective nature of e–mail and narratives, James 
suggested that the advantages of using online research methods, such as accessing 
hard–to–reach groups due to practical constraints (money, time, travel), disability, 
and language or communication differences have been well documented. One reason 
that I chose not to use e–mail is that the Internet creates the potential for individuals 
to reconstruct their identities. Because of e-mail’s reliance on only textual 
descriptions, individuals are provided with the potential to present themselves 
unhindered by visual images (James). Consideration was given to online audio video 
conferencing tools like Skype® or other voice over Internet protocol technologies. At 
the time of this study, recording both sides of the conversation on a Personal 
Computer  (PC) or Apple Macintosh Computer (MAC) was problematic. Since the 
conclusion of data collection, I have found software that will produce a quality 
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recording using a MAC computer. Total Recorder ® will allow the dual audio feeds 
necessary to accomplish this recording in the future. Additionally, software exists 
now that would allow the think-aloud observations to be performed remotely through 
simple screen sharing and recording of both the audio and video feeds. Using a MAC 
on the student side, with its built in video camera, will allow the recording of facial 
expressions into the data collection. Recording what the participants are doing during 
the think-aloud observations may prove useful in a future study.  
An alternative method of assessing and collecting the interviews and 
narratives could be the use of open–ended e–mail questionnaires followed up by more 
in–depth questions based on themes or concepts derived from the responses. This 
method of inquiry is similar to that described by Ellis and Goodyear (2010) in their 
investigation of student perceptions of online learning, with the exception that they 
conducted face–to–face interviews based on responses to open–ended questionnaires. 
Although the response rate for e–mail surveys is often low, Sheehan (2001) suggested 
that response, varying from year to year between 1984 and 2001, may still yield 
relevant numbers. Even at the lowest response rate reported by Sheehan (2001), 19% 
in 1995, participation in this study would have increased by over 100%. Allowing for 
face–to–face interviews, e–mail, and other online tools is an option to be considered 
in future research. Tools such as Skype® that allow for easy video communication 
over the Internet may provide researchers the visual images and body language 
lacking in e–mail with the conveniences of modern communications. 
Another possible means of data collection would be the use of Facebook® 
groups. Facebook® groups can be associated with a course, group, or organization. 
These groups could allow participants to opt into an online sharing of experiences 
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much like those of traditional social networking sites. Facebook® groups have proved 
somewhat successful in trial studies of student attitudes toward Web 2.0 technologies 
that I (the researcher) have conducted in 2010. Although Facebook® groups work 
within the context of a class, they are fraught with issues related to protection of 
participants’ rights. The issue of obtaining consent alone can be problematic. The 
Code of Federal Regulations distinguishes between asking participants if they consent 
and documenting that consent. In many online studies, asking participants if they 
consent is easy, but documenting that consent is difficult, because the code requires a 
signature. Other issues arise around authentication of participants and documentation.  
 Within this study, online focus groups and think–aloud observations were 
used. The purpose of each of these methods was to confirm the data collected on one–
on–one interviews with participants. Think-aloud observations proved to be a useful 
tool. Upon completion of the interview, participants were asked if they would be 
willing to participate in a think-aloud observation. The purpose and method was 
explained and, if agreed to, consent would be signed, and the think-aloud observation 
would begin. Think-aloud observations allowed the research assistant to observe 
participants performing online educational tasks. 
 The use of think–aloud observations in assessing user interfaces and issues of 
visual design in educational research is well documented (Cotton & Gresty, 2006; 
Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Having students describe what they are thinking and doing 
while engaging in the variety of online instructional possibilities proved to be of some 
value. Data on interaction and use of resources obtained during the think-aloud 
observations were not obtained in other methods. Had the focus of research been on 
the design of the interface or the structure of interaction, and then perhaps the think-
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aloud observations would have been even more useful. In my opinion, other uses of 
time and resources may have produced better results. In future studies, I would 
replace the face-to-face think–aloud observations with ones done over the Internet. 
Where Internet-based think-aloud observation is not possible, I would increase the 
use of e–mail interviews and follow–ups and additional online focus groups.  
Online focus groups conducted through a single university’s CMS also might 
be replaced with open source systems or free online tools, including Facebook® 
groups or blogs. Each of these systems would allow for the anonymity necessary for 
protection of human subjects, yet fit more closely with the students’ experience of 
Internet–based communications. Participants could opt-in and choose what 
information to share in Facebook® or blogs. Blogging websites, like Blogger.com, 
allow for “inviting” participants to join and “contribute,” which would allow a 
researcher to provide informed consent: once accepted, participants could be invited 
to contribute to the conversation. An additional benefit would be the expansion of 
cooperation to include more diverse learners. Using a university-provided CMS, 
presented problems for the research as not all participants were from the same 
university accounts had to be created for these additional students. The use of secure 
resources including Facebook®, Blogger®, or Google® could have allowed 
participation through non-university systems. The use of nonuniversity systems also 
might have increased participation as some participants expressed a belief that they 
could or would be tracked without consent.   
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Implications for Online Instructional Practice 
 
In applying the results to education practice, what stands out are students’ 
perceptions of communication, engagement, and interactions within the online 
learning environment. Differences between the way faculty use and perceive the tools 
and environment for online instruction and student actions and perceptions should not 
be overlooked. Misuse or nonuse of technology in ways unfamiliar to participants 
lowered their perceptions of academic quality and increased their level of frustrations 
with the online course.  Participants in this study related the ability of faculty to 
communicate and the level of engagement with academic quality. Wher participants 
perceived low levels of engagement and communication, they often responded by 
lowering their approach to learning focusing on assessment over application of 
knowledge. Understanding the perceptions and expectations students bring to the 
online leaning environment can help faculty design better interactions for learning 
online. 
If learning is constructing new meaning and the emphasis of instruction is on 
the learner as an active "maker of meanings," then the role of the teacher is to enter 
into a dialogue with the learner (Fosnot, 2005). The data from this study suggest that 
online education is missing this mark. The views of participants that faculty were 
missing, lacked engagement, or were not present in the conversation are of particular 
concern. The implementation of current methods of communication is an area where 
participants asked for improvement. To summarize results presented in chapter IV, 
students expressed a desire for communication methods that are more engaging, more 
interactive, more open, and fit better with their experiences and use of technology in 
their everyday lives. One area where meeting students’ expectations may be a simple 
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task is in responding in a timely manner. When participants perceived that faculty 
were unresponsive, it was often stated in connection with time.   
Implications for educational practice also include the perception that online 
classes allow for a more surface or strategic approach to learning. Notwithstanding 
the fact that this study consisted of a small number of students, results are consistent 
with the findings of Cotton and Gresty (2006), who found that students reported a 
high amount of surface and strategic approaches to learning. These include the 
students looking for quick test answers (in other words, assessment over learning), 
avoidance of difficult sections, and a tendency to “flick through” the resource at high 
speeds in an attempt to gain small pieces of assessment–relevant information or 
“chucks.” These findings suggest that the use of online resources promotes the use of 
lower–level learning by its structural nature (Cotton & Gresty). This structural nature 
can be described as the breaking and chucking of data into small bits removed from 
their original context and forcing an information-delivery model onto the learning 
process. Educators moving into the online environment need to be aware of the effect 
this mode of delivery has on students’ perceptions of the learning process. Providing 
more means of communication and interaction can help to move online education 
from an “isolated” learning experience for students to one that is socially constructive 
in nature. 
How faculty and students interact in online discussions has implications for 
practice. Participants stated that online discussion had value for community building, 
sharing of information, and student-to-student interactions because students use these 
tools. Where the perception of online discussions were of little academic value 
happened when faculty were perceived “missing from the conversation.”  Instructors 
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moving to the online environment need to be aware that they also are part of the 
conversation and that modeling positive online communication behaviors can 
increase participation.  
Online course assessment is often thought to be textual in nature or to consist 
of short-answer and multiple-choice examinations (Pena-Shaff, Altman, & 
Stephenson, 2005; Raffanti, 2006; Smith et al., 2009). Participants wanted the 
opportunity to express and apply knowledge through project-based and problem-
based learning experiences. Without the application of knowledge, participants 
believed that online learning was lower in academic quality than the traditional face-
to-face classroom.  
Online instruction may require skills some students do not yet possess. Kerr et 
al. suggested that the use of a questionnaire, specifically, the test of online Learning 
success (tooLs) can help assess and better prepare students for online learning. TooLs 
was developed by Kerr et al. to measure student readiness for online learning and to 
predict their successful achievement in online courses. TooLs contains questions in 
the following categories: computer skills, independent learning, dependent learning, 
need for online learning, and academic skills. According to Kerr et al., higher scores 
on tooLs indicate readiness for online learning, that is, students are self-directed, 
independent, personally responsible for their learning and have self-competence, 
proficient reading and writing skills, time-management skills, and motivation. 
According to the guideline provided for use of tooLs, medium-scoring and low-
scoring students are not ready for online learning and need to seek additional 
assistance. These guidelines are consistent with participants’ views that online 
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learning requires them to be self-reliant, independent, and possess the technology and 
academic skills necessary for the class.   
Faculty teaching online need to understand the tools of online instruction and 
the methods related to online course delivery. Within this study, participants noted 
changes to CMS frustrated them. These changes were the results of upgrades made to 
the system and of faculty changing the interface. In the case of upgrades to the CMS 
system, there may be little that can be done. Most of classes in this study were taught 
over a 5-week summer session and changes during this time impacted the least 
number of students. Faculty making changes are another matter. Most CMS systems 
allow for some customization by the instructor. Faculty making changes need to be 
aware that changing navigation, communication settings, or the CMS structure may 
cause confusion and frustration on the part of students. When faculty changed the 
setting in a course, students were inadvertently locked out of communication features 
they were accustomed to resulting in high levels of stress and the loss of engagement 
with faculty and peers.  
One implication of this study is those instructors moving to online instruction 
need some instruction. There is a large body of research on faculty training and 
approaches to instructional design. Much of this research is summed up in instruction 
and certification programs designed for bettering online instruction. Programs such as 
those offered by the Sloan Foundation (http://www.sloan-c.org) place a large 
emphasis on organizational structure. Faculty seeking resources on online course 
design and organization can find valuable resources from tools such as the Rubric for 
Online Instruction (ROI) produced by the California State University system 
(http://www.csuchico.edu/celt/roi/). Sections in the ROI regarding online organization 
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and design are consistent with the findings from participants in this study. 
Participants’ in this study wanted structure that was easy to follow, matched their 
expectations, and was consistent across modules and learning activities.  
Notwithstanding the value of faculty workshops or the ROI to online 
instruction, each of these resources contain large amounts of information related to 
teaching and instruction in general. The nature of online course development points to 
faculty developing and migrating courses to the online environment with little time or 
support (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Bonk & Zhang, 2008; Edventures, 2009). What 
faculty developing online instruction may need is not basic instruction in teaching but 
an understanding of methods used in online instruction. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
Although this study confirmed past research results (Cotton, 2006), it is 
believed that a more thorough study will provide additional data on students’ 
perceptions and use of the online environment in the promotion of learning. Although 
the study was limited to two religiously affiliated institutions with limited online 
programs, a larger study would offer results that could be applied more generally. 
This study was conducted in primarily short 5-week summer online courses with 
limited enrollments. The exceptions to the summer courses were two short 5-week 
courses at University 2 (S2) in the Fall of 2009 and the OMIS course taught by me 
during the regular 10 week sessions at University 1 (S1). It is possible that selection 
of a small range of online courses produced a limited range of course interactions. 
Because of this limitation, a larger study conducted in a wider range of disciplines 
may produce a different set of results. One such study, just completed and published, 
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showed similar findings, yet was able to look more closely at students’ approach to 
learning through a wider set of interviews and other data-collection methods (Ellis & 
Goodyear, 2010). Ellis and Goodyear were able to draw a relationship between online 
discussion and student approach to learning. In particular, Ellis and Goodyear found 
statistically significant relationships between deep approaches, cohesive conceptions, 
positive perceptions of the learning context, and higher levels of student performance. 
Although the collection of student performance data can be problematic, more studies 
investigating students measured use of approach in relation to student outcomes in 
online learning could prove useful.  
Perceptions of communication played an important role in the results of this 
study. Although this study relied on students’ perceptions of communication and 
observations of their actions within the online environment, actual communications 
were not assessed. Future studies that look at possible links between faculty use of 
communications, the content and amount and communications online, and the 
perceptions of students may be warranted. 
This study and others have investigated only a few of the possible 
relationships between perception of the online environment, the tools used, students’ 
approach to learning, and students’ perceptions of learning. A more focused 
investigation of student perceptions of the design of online learning, including 
Internet resources, the role of community, and social networking is needed. Although 
Internet resources and community and social networking were mentioned in this 
study, they may play a larger role in student communication and learning than was 
described in this study. 
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 An additional phenomenon not investigated fully by this study is the link 
between perception and outcome. Assuming a link between perception and outcome 
based on past research may not be sufficient when considering the online 
environment. An investigation of the relationships between online perceptions, 
approach, and outcomes is an area that may merit further research. 
Comparing students’ expectations and actual use of communication 
technology with the use and expectation in the online classroom could inform future 
studies on student perceptions of online learning. Faculty use and knowledge also 
may effect student perceptions. Additional factors not investigated in this study 
include (a) institutional beliefs around online learning, (b) the place of online learning 
in the strategic plan of the university, and (c) the implementations of teaching 
standards related to online instruction. 
Studies investigating faculty perceptions and training are numerous; however, 
the link between faculty training in the use of standards for the development of online 
courses and student perception and outcomes is not well understood. What 
participants say they want in an online course and the standards as written into 
resources such as the Rubric for Online Instruction (ROI) are similar. These 
similarities include more communication, faster response time, and more engagement 
with peers and faculty. The standards used in the ROI, and other such tools, are 
widely used teaching the development and assessment of online education across the 
United States and other countries, but studies linking the standards contained in the 
ROI to student perception are limited, as are studies linking the use of the ROI to 
either student approach or increased student outcomes. An investigation of the effects 
of the ROI on perception, approach, and outcome may provide educators a better 
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understanding of how best to design online education in the future. One possible 
outcome of such research may be that including basic teaching strategies not specific 
to the online environment are not necessary in tools like the ROI and that including 
such information diminishes there value to faculty. 
Although not specifically a limitation, one area of concern within this study is 
that participants’ statements of response time was not followed up on during data 
collection. All participants stated that faculty and students were unresponsive at some 
time yet a precise time was never ascertained. Investigating what is appropriate 
response times for e-mail, discussions, and assignments may be an area of further 
research.  
Conclusions 
 This qualitative study aimed to contribute to the understanding of 
undergraduate students’ perceptions of the online learning environment and of online 
learning tools. Recognizing the effect of the selection of tools, the design of the 
online environment, and student expectations and perceptions, this study examined 
the perceptions of students while engaged in online learning. Sources of data included 
student interviews, observations of students engaged in an online learning activity, 
online focus groups, course discussion forums, and other related course content. 
Developing an understanding of undergraduate students’ perspectives of 
online learning, the tools used, and how the environment contributes or distracts from 
student learning provides a contribution to the literature base on online learning.  The 
findings contribute to the greater understanding of how communication technologies 
affect students’ actions and perceptions of online learning and help to define online 
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academic quality from the student perspective. An understanding of the instructional 
methods used in online classes and how these methods contribute to student actions 
during the learning process are provided in the results of this study. Instructors may 
be provide an understanding of the choices they make in designing and developing 
online courses in relation to students’ expectations, learning, and perceptions, using 
the results. If instructors and institutions can gain an understanding of how the 
technologies, design choices, and faculty interactions online affect student learning, 
online instruction may prove a powerful tool for learning.  
The qualitative aspects of this study give a unique look at the perceptions, 
expectations, and approaches to learning of online students. The picture of online 
students that developed is not unique compared with other observations of the current 
generation of students. Coates’s (2007) view of the “Y-Generation learner,” who was 
born between 1976 and 2001, as knowing more about digital technology than his or 
her parents or teachers, is accurate. Students expect online education to have the same 
level of communication, interaction, and engagement that they experience in their 
daily lives. When online classes meet or exceed their expectations by having a high 
level of communication and engagement, they respond with deep approaches to 
learning. These deep approaches have them applying the knowledge in new and 
exciting ways, looking critically at new ideas, and linking concepts and principles. 
Deep learning promotes understanding and application for life. When online classes 
fail to meet student expectations of communications and engagement, students 
respond by approaching the course “for the grade” or as something “to get through.” 
Ensuring that expectations will be met can be as simple as setting them in 
advance. In this study, classes where the faculty clearly described deadlines, uses, and 
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expectations were perceived to be better than those that did not. Classes that used a 
variety of communications methods beyond e–mail, discussion forums, and project-
based or problem-based assessments were perceived positively. 
This research provided an exploration of students’ perceptions, approaches to 
learning, and actions while engaged in online learning. Using data from interviews, 
think-aloud observations, and online focus groups, an understanding of the typical 
online learning experience from the perspective of the student is obtained. This study 
is significant in that it describes online academic quality from the students’ 
perspective. How students perceive the academic quality of online instruction is 
influenced by the implementation of communication within the online class. The 
findings of this study may contribute to greater understanding the role communication 
technologies and online recourses play in instruction. Findings from this study 
provide a valuable resource to faculty, institutions, and administrators in the design 
and development of online courses. This study provides a resource for understanding 
implementation methods in online instruction that foster positive interactions and 
communication between all stakeholders in the online class.   
It is important for undergraduate instructors to understand the perspectives 
and expectations of students when moving instruction online. In developing online 
courses faculty are not merely placing resources online for students, but engaging in a 
new educational paradigm (Ben-Jacob, Levin, & Ben-Jacob, 2000; Clark & Mayer, 
2003; Keengwe, Onchwari, & Wachira, 2008; Lyons & Aspden, 2008). This new 
paradigm is not a change in learning but a change in instruction (Ellis & Goodyear, 
2010). Faculty who are teaching online need to use the tools provided not only to 
deliver content but to engage and interact with students. How students interact with 
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the online environment may be different then the way faculty understands 
communication and instruction. This study provides a resource for understanding 
these communication and perceptual differences between faculty and students. Online 
learning is gaining in its numbers and reach as more universities look to its use (Allen 
& Seaman, 2008). In the increasingly digital world of the 21st century, online learning 
is becoming a popular and cost effective way to deliver instruction. What is needed is 
the delivery of quality instruction and instruction that promotes learning. 
Developing effective online learning environments is becoming a challenge 
for many universities. Current trends in education, which include shrinking funding, 
have spurred greater competitiveness among universities as they seek new ways to 
attract students not only in traditional environments but also in the online 
environment (Edventures, 2009). In both, it is important to maintain academic 
integrity and to ensure high levels of student learning and by achieving a better 
understanding of students’ needs in relation to their learning, online education can be 
improved and its value as an educational tool increased. By investigating ways that 
students perceive and interact with the learning environment, this study informs the 
design of the online learning environments to better support student learning. 
Afterword 
 The research project presented here was an effort to fill the gap in the 
literature on student perception of online tools for teaching and the learning 
environment created by the use of those tools. The findings from this study provide 
information about these perceptions from students engaged in the online learning 
process. The aim was to give students a voice to describe online learning from their 
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perspective. In my opinion, this project was successful in presenting the students’ 
view of online learning, their experiences, and their expectations. When I began the 
process of proposing a study of students’ perceptions of online learning in 2008, the 
research on perceptions of online learning was limited. Although a large body of 
work existed on the relationship between traditional students’ perceptions of face–to–
face learning and student approaches (Biggs, 1976, 1979, 1987, 1999; Biggs, 
Kember, & Leung, 2001; Buckland, 2001; Campbell et al., 2001; Cowman, 1998; 
Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Entwistle & Smith, 2002; Evans, 
Kirby, & Fabrigar, 2003; Fox, McManus, & Winder, 2001; Gijbels, Watering, Dochy, 
& Bossche, 2005; Reid, Duvall, & Evens, 2005; Richardson, 2005; Snelgrove & 
Slater, 2003; Trigwell & Prosser, 1996), little research existed on students’ 
perceptions of online learning or the effects of perceptions online on learning. Since 
2008, however, the number of studies looking at online perception has risen (Barnard, 
Paton, & Rose, 2008; Dermo, 2009; Ellis & Goodyear, 2010; Godwin et al., 2008; 
Gordon, Klein-Wohl, & Persoff, 2008; Han & Park, 2008; May, Acquaviva, 
Dorfman, & Posey, 2009; Oomen-Early & Murphy, 2009; Osika, Johnson, & Buteau, 
2009; Perreault, Waldman, Alexander, & Zhao, 2008; Schilling, 2009; Schutt, Allen, 
& Laumakis, 2009; Shieh, Gummer, & Niess, 2008; Tanner, Noser, & Totaro, 2009; 
Wickersham & McGee, 2008; Yun-Jo & Reigeluth, 2008). This increase in related 
research may be due to the increase of Internet and online education since 2008. It is 
my hope that this study adds to the growing body of research in this field by 
providing some understanding of students’ experiences of online design for learning, 
their perceptions of the resources of the Internet, and the role of community and 
communication for online learners. 
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My experience with this study deepened my understanding of the role of 
communications technology and how students engage with one another in the online 
learning experience. In my own online classes, I have implemented new tools and 
social networking sites, such as Twitter® and Facebook Groups®, with great success 
and praise from the students. The greatest success that I have had is in the use of 
multimedia-based podcasts. These podcasts use both audio and images to present 
concepts and ideas to students. Delivery of these large multimedia podcast files has 
not proved a problem for the students or myself. In two classes, I now use audio 
books that are provided free by the publisher. How these audio books compare with 
the traditional text is still under investigation. As a teacher, I find that better 
communication through technology has helped my students move beyond the course 
context and apply the knowledge learned in the class to experiences in the real world. 
Students engaging with the outside world using blogs and wiki gives some students 
new inspirations. As an instructional designer and a teacher of technology to other 
teachers, I believe my experience in this study and its results help bring the student 
perceptions and expectations into the design of instruction. 
 It is my hope that the results of this study will lead others to use explicit 
standards for technology and communication in the design of new online classes. 
Tools like the ROI, which guide design and development, can help faculty and 
instructional designers become better online instructors. I also believe that it is 
important to move education in the online educational environment beyond the 
passive delivery of text and textbooks if students are to be fully engaged and apply 
the knowledge. I hope that this study will both provide an understanding of the need 
for more technology training of faculty, better communication tools in online 
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teaching, and reasons that faculty have for using tools that students believe are part of 
their everyday life. 
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Appendix A 
Categories of Description for Deep and Surface Levels of Approach 
Identified in Qualitative Interviews Entwistle and Ramsden (1982)   
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Categories of Description for Deep and Surface Levels of Approach 
 
Level Categories and Description 
Deep D1 Personal experience 
 
Integrating the task with oneself. Indicate desire to relate the task to the subject 
to the personal or real life situations: to compare a task with personal experience 
(outside the course), to see a task as a part of oneself or one's personal 
development, to express a wish to use the knowledge forming part of the task 
outside its immediate context in relation to oneself. 
Deep Relationships 
 
Integrates the parts with the whole. Indicate desire to relate parts of the task to 
each other or the task to other relevant knowledge, indicate active attempts to 
think about the relationships between different parts of the material: try to relate 
material from different sources, try to see connections between previously 
studied materials and currently studied materials. 
Deep Meaning 
 
Integrating the whole with its parts. Indicate intention to impose meaning: think 
about the underlying structure, or the intention of the whole task, try to “step 
back” from the task and see it in a wider perspective, impose a pattern on the 
whole task. 
Surface Unrelatedness 
 
Defining the task as separate or its parts as discrete. Indicate intention or 
tendency to treat the task as an isolated phenomenon: confront the material as 
separate from the other ideas and materials, or from the general purpose of the 
task to which it relates, focus on the elements of the task rather the whole. 
Surface Memorization 
 Defining the task as a memory task. Indicate intention to memorize the material. 
Surface Unreflectiveness 
 
Defining the task in an external way. Indicate unreflective or passive approach 
to a task: indicate intention not to extract meaning from the material, see the 
subject matter as external to oneself.  
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Online Tools for Deep Learning 
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These tools are consistent across Angel® 7.3, Blackboard® 6.1, WebCT®, Eres®, 
Desire2Learn® 8.3, TeleTOP®, Virtual Learning Environment®, eCollege®, and 
Moodle®1.6.1 Course Management Systems 
 
Tool Definition Used in This Study 
Discussion 
Forum 
An Internet forum is a facility on the World Wide Web for holding discussions. Internet forums are also 
commonly referred to as web forums, message boards, discussion boards, discussion groups, and bulletin 
boards. These forums can be "moderated" controlled by the instructor. or open. Most forums in the 
education environment are "On Topic"  discussions where the instructor defines the type of post and 
response that is allowed.  
File Exchange Allows students to submit assignments using drop boxes. Allows students/faculty to share the contents of 
folders with students. 
Internal/Extern
al Email 
Tool allowing students to communicate with each other through the course Web page, external to other e-
mail accounts. Allows for student/student and faculty/student communication asynchronously. 
Online 
Journal/Notes 
Using these tools students can combine their notes with the course content to create study guides, attach 
notes to any page, and share notes and thoughts with the instructor and or other student. 
Real-time Chat Chat tools support structured ways for students to ask questions and instructors to provide answers, This 
is done in through office hours and other arranged times that instructors make the tool available. Students 
may also use this system to communicate in real time with each other.  
Whiteboard Whiteboard systems allow students and faculty to simultaneously view one or more users drawing on an 
on-screen blackboardor PowerPoint® presentation. In some CMS whiteboards allow application viewing. 
Bookmarks Allow students electronically link any content material in a course, for retrieval at a later time or to mark 
their place in the course. 
Calendar/Progr
ess Review 
instructors and students can post events in the online course calendar. Students can subscribe to RSS 
feeds to be notified of changes to materials. Calendar entries can be linked to course materials and 
activities 
Groupwork Instructors can create groups in the online CMS. Each group can be given group-specific assignments or 
activities. Groups can then use the communication tools to work in "virtual teams".  
Community 
Networking 
Students can create online clubs, interest groups, and study groups. 
Student 
Portfolios 
At a minimum, students can create a personal home page in each course. Students can then use their 
personal home page to selectively display their course work. 
Assessments Instructor can create a verity of online assessments, from progress checks to exams. Question types can 
include: Multiple answer, matching, ordering, fill-in the blank, short answer, survey questions, and essay. 
Multimedia Many online CMS allow for the delivery of multimedia content. This content can include audio, video 
and images. This is different from both streaming and podcasting. 
Podcast A podcast is a multimedia file distributed over the Internet for playback on mobile devices and personal 
computers. In the online education environment these are most often recorded lectures, however they can 
also be demonstrations of learning created by students. Though podcasters' web sites may also offer direct 
download or streaming of their content, a podcast is distinguished from other digital audio formats by its 
ability to be downloaded automatically using software capable of reading feed formats such as RSS or 
Atom. 
WiKi Wiki is a piece of server software that allows users to freely create and edit Web page content using any 
Web browser. Wiki supports hyperlinks and has a simple text syntax for creating new pages and 
crosslink’s between internal pages on the fly. 
Web 2.0 Web 2.0 refers to a perceived second generation of web-based communities and hosted services. such as 
social-networking sites, wikis and folksonomies, which aim to facilitate collaboration and sharing 
between users. The term became popular following the first O'Reilly Media Web 2.0 conference in 2004. 
Although the term suggests a new version of the World Wide Web, it does not refer to an update to any 
technical specifications, but to changes in the ways software developers and end-users use the web.  
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Consent To Be A Research Subject 
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UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
 
CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT 
 
Purpose and Background 
 
Mr. David Armstrong, a graduate student in the School of Education at the University 
of San Francisco is doing a study on undergraduate students’ perception of the online 
learning environments and online tools. Online and hybrid learning are becoming 
more prevalent in higher education, how students perceive this environment will help 
in the development of online environments that help with the facilitation of enhanced 
learning opportunities. The researcher is interested in understanding how 
undergraduate students perceive and use the online environment to facilitate their 
own learning. 
 
I am being asked to participate because I am or have been enrolled in at least one 
online course.  
Procedures 
 
If I agree to be a participant in this study one or more of the following will happen: 
I may participate in one or more of the following activities. For each activity I 
participate in I will be give one entry in the drawing for an iPod Classic.  
 
Interviews, observations, and focus groups will be audio recorded.  
 
1. I will agree to meet with the researcher (or research assistant) for one interview 
lasting 90 minutes. The purpose of this interview is to discuss my experience in 
taking an online course. 
 
2. I may be asked to participate in one “Talk- aloud” observation. This observation 
will be of my doing an Internet based assignment for my online class. The time of 
this observation will based on the assignment but will not last more the 90 
minuets or less the 45 minutes.  
 
3. I also may be asked to participate in focus group to discuss learning. Focus groups 
will be 1 hour in length.  
 
I agree to review the analysis of my interviews for accuracy of interpretation of my 
information should the need arise.  
 
Risks and/or Discomforts 
 
1. It is possible that some of the questions about my experiences and study while 
taking and online class will may make me feel uncomfortable or anxious, but I 
am free to decline to answer any questions I do not wish to answer or stop 
participation at any time. 
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2. Participation in research may mean loss of confidentiality. Study records will 
be kept as confidential as possible. No individual identities will be used in any 
reports or publications resulting from the study. Study information will be 
coded and kept in locked files at all times. Only the researcher will have 
access to the files. 
 
3. Because the time required for my participation may be 2-3 hours I may 
become tired or bored. 
 
 
 
 
Benefits 
 
There will be no direct benefit for me from participating in this study. The anticipated 
benefit of this study is a better understanding of how students use and perceive online 
learning 
 
Costs/Financial Considerations 
 
There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part in this study. 
 
Payment/Reimbursement 
 
As a thank-you, I will be entered in a drawing for a new Apple iPod Clasic © (one 
entry for each of the 3 stages listed above) . If I decide to withdraw from the study 
before I have completed participating or the researcher decided to terminate my study 
participation, I will still receive the offer. I can withdraw my participation at any time 
and still receive the offer. 
 
Questions 
 
I have talked with Mr. David Armstrong about this study and have had my questions 
answered. If I have further questions about the study, I may call him at 510-531-6528  
 
If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I should first 
talk with Mr. David Armstrong. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may 
contact the IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in research 
projects. I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling 415-422-6091 and leaving a 
voice-mail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the IRBPHS, 
Department of Counseling Psychology, School of Education, University of San 
Francisco, 2130 Fulton St. San Francisco, CA 94117-1080. 
 
Consent 
 
I have been given a copy of the “Research Subject’s Bill of Rights,” and I have been 
given a copy of this consent form to keep. 
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PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to be 
in this study, or to withdraw from it at any point. My decision as to whether or not to 
participate in this study will have no influence on my present or future status as an 
student at this institution.  
 
My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________
___ 
Participant’s Signature     Date of Signature 
 
 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date of Signature 
 
Audio Consent Addition 
 
I agree to digital audio recording at __________________ on __________ 
 
 
I have been told that I have the right to hear the recorded audio files. 
 
I have decided that I: 
 
______ want to hear 
______ do not want to  hear 
 
 
 
 
___________________________        ______________ 
Signature                                                Date 
  
 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date of Signature 
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Student Online Course Experience Interview Guide 
 
I’d like you to think about your perceptions and experiences during your online 
course.  I am going to ask you some questions about your perceptions and 
experiences in the class. All information is confidential and will in no way be linked 
to you or shared with your instructor.  
 
1. I realize that you have a choice of online or traditional face-to-face instruction 
for this course, why did you decide to enroll in the online version? 
2. What aspect of the course or what methods are most useful for you (in ...)? 
3. If learning is defined as: the process of acquiring knowledge, attitudes, or 
skills from study, instruction, or experience.  
a. Do you think that you are learning in this class? Why or why not? 
b. How would you describe the way you learn in this class? (If you are 
learning)  
c. What is most useful for you (in relation to your learning)? What is 
least? 
4. How could this class be better designed for your learning? 
 
Thank you.  
In addition to this interview would you be willing to participate in an observation of 
course work. This observation will take between ½ to 1 hour while you work on an 
assignment for this class online? 
If you agree then you will also be given another entry in the iPod drawing, thus 
increasing you chances to win. 
 
Thank you so much would you mind answering a few demographic questions? You 
do not have to answer if you do not feel comfortable.  
1. Age: 
2. Gender:  M F 
3. Race/ethnicity (circle): Asian American 
Black or African-American 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 
Latino  
White 
Multiracial 
Other 
4. Year (circle one)  
 Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Graduate Student 
 
5. Type of Online Course / Course # ________________/ Title 
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Steps and Protocols for Conducting the “Think-Aloud” Protocol of 
Online Assignments 
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Steps and protocols for conducting the “Talk/Think-Aloud” observation 
of online assignments 
 
Note: Because a trained research assistants may do some of the observations, 
protocols will be part of the assistant trainings.  
The following instructions guide you through a simple user observation. 
Under most of the steps, there is some explanatory text and a bulleted list. The 
bulleted list contains sample statements that you can read to the participant.  
   1. Introduce yourself. 
 Have students sign the informed consent if they have not yet done so. Explain 
any questions that they may have about the use of the data or other issues related to 
the study and consent.  
   2. Describe the purpose of the observation (in general terms).  
 The purpose of this study is to investigate how students perceive attributes of 
the online learning environment.  
 
Set the participant at ease by stressing that you're trying to find out about perceptions 
and use of online tools by observing and listening to interactions with online course 
material. That there comments and actions are important in understanding the way 
online learning works from their perspective, and their voice.  
• You're helping us by participating at this stage in understanding the online 
learning experience. 
• We're looking for places where the application helps or hinders your 
experience and learning.  
• If you have trouble with some of the tasks or assignments. Don't feel bad, 
that's something I am looking for. 
• Remember, we are not looking at how well you do on the task or 
assignments, instead we are looking at the way you go about the 
assignment and your thoughts regarding the tools and process of online 
learning.  
3. Tell the participant that it's okay to quit at any time. Never leave this step out. 
Make sure you inform participants that they can quit at any time if they find 
themselves becoming uncomfortable. Participants shouldn't feel like they're locked 
into completing the tasks or observation.  You can say something like this: 
• Although I don't know of any reason for this to happen, if you should 
become uncomfortable or find this process objectionable in any way, you 
are free to quit at any time.  
4. Explain how to think aloud.  
Ask participants to think aloud during the observation, saying what comes to mind as 
they work. By listening to participants think and plan, you can examine their 
expectations and perceptions, as well as their intentions and their problem solving 
strategies. You'll find that listening to users as they work provides you with an 
enormous amount of useful information that you can get no other way. Unfortunately, 
most people feel awkward or self-conscious about thinking aloud. Explain why you 
want participants to think aloud, and demonstrate how to do it. For example, you 
could say: 
  
220 
• I have found that I get a great deal of information from these informal 
observations if I ask people to think aloud as they work through an online 
exercise or leaning assignment. 
• It may be a bit awkward at first, but it's really very easy once you get used 
to it. 
• All you do is speak your thoughts as you work. 
• If you forget to think aloud, I'll remind you to keep talking. 
• Would you like me to demonstrate? 
  5. Explain that you cannot provide help. It is very important that you allow 
participants to work with without any interference or extra help. This is the best way 
to see how people really interact with the online environment. For example, if you see 
a participant begin to have difficulty and you immediately provide an answer, you 
lose the most valuable information you can gain from user observations where users 
have trouble, and how they figure out what to do. 
      As a rule of thumb, try not to give participants any more information than what is 
provided for the assignment than is provided by the instructor.  
Following are some things you can say to the participant: 
• As you're working, I won't be able to provide help or answer questions. 
This is because we want to create the most realistic situation possible. 
• Even though I won't be able to answer your questions, please ask them 
anyway. It's very important that I capture all your questions and comments 
on tape. 
   6. Ask if there are any questions before you start, then begin the observation. 
   7. Conclude the observation. When the assignment is over: 
• Explain what you were trying to find out. 
• Answer any remaining questions the participant may have. 
• Discuss any interesting behaviors you would like the participant to 
explain. 
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Questions and Protocols for Online Groups 
 
I. Introduction by Moderator: 
Welcome:  
Thank you for coming today this study is about your perceptions of online 
learning and what you perceive in the online environment has helping or 
hindering your learning.  All information is confidential and you are free to 
contribute to this discussion as you see fit. We are taping this session so that 
we can study what you have said. Anything you say here will be held in strict 
confidence. When you have something to say, please repeat your name each 
time. When we are listening to the tape again we will not be able to see who is 
speaking, and we'll need to be able to relate comments you made at different 
times.  
 
II. Participant Introductions:  
 Please go around the table and introduce your self by first name only. 
III. Begin the session: 
Some (or all) of you have participated in this study through individual 
interviews, observations or both. We would like to start with the original set 
of questions used in those interviews. The purpose here is to see if there was 
something that was missed or you now feel differently about.  
 
 Note: Questions may be added or deleted based on the outcomes of 
observations and interviews.  
5. I realize that you have a choice of online or traditional face-to-face instruction 
for this course, why did you decide to enroll in the online version? 
6. What aspect of the course or what methods are most useful for you (in ...)? 
7. If learning is defined as: the process of acquiring knowledge, attitudes, or 
skills from study, instruction, or experience.  
a. Do you think that you are learning in this class? Why or why not? 
b. How would you describe the way you learn in this class? (If you are 
learning)  
c. What is most useful for you (in relation to your learning)? What is 
least? 
8. How could this (or other online) class(es) be better designed for your 
learning? 
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My name is David Armstrong, I am a Doctoral Student at USF in the   
School of Education.  I am wondering if you would allow me access to your online 
students for a research study. The purpose of this study is to describe students' 
experiences and perceptions of online courses based on student reflections, 
interviews, and observations. My hope is that you would be willing to pass an e-mail 
on to your students with some instruction and information regarding participation in 
this study. This e-mail will contain a description of the study and links that students 
can follow to participate in the study. 
 
If you say yes I will submit the appropriate Human Subject Review and   
IRB forms for approval. 
 
If you have questions or need further information please let me know.   
I would be glad to discuss this study with you at your connivance. I  would also be 
glad to share any findings with you regarding this study. 
 
Thank You 
David Armstrong 
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Appendix H 
Email Sent to Students at Site 2: Sent Through Faculty Who Had Agreed 
to Allow Access. 
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Dear Students, 
This e-mail is a request for your participation in a study regarding undergraduate 
students’ perceptions of their online course experiences. We are asking for your 
participation in this study because of current enrollment in at least one fully online 
course at The University of San Francisco. Your involvement in this study may help 
in understanding students’ perceptions of learning and the tools used during online 
course experiences. All information will be confidential and your anonymity will be 
preserved thought the process. 
Receive a $20 Starbucks Gift Card 
And a chance to 
Win an iPod Classic! 
For your participation you will receive a $20 Starbucks Gift Card. You will also be 
entered in a drawing for an iPod Classic in the color of our choice (black or white). 
There are 4 possible ways to participate in this study. For each method of 
participation you will be entered in the iPod drawing. The more you participate the 
higher the chances that you will win the iPod (maxim of 3 entries per 
participant). 
If you are able to come to campus, this study begins with a simple interview. To 
begin the processes please fill out the form at: 
http://www.scu.edu/survey/?s=58 
For students unable to come to campus or wishing to participate online please fill out 
the form at:  
http://www.scu.edu/survey/?s=59 
If you are able and willing to participate both online and in person please fill out the 
form at: 
http://www.scu.edu/survey/?s=58 
For questions or to participate you may contact David Armstrong   
  
Thank you for your interest in and contribution to this research on describing 
students’ perceptions of the online learning environment.  
David Armstrong 
